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"Do you know what a lawyer is? 

They wield the law as a weapon, rescuing the weak and crushing the strong. They're like 
modern-day heroes of justice. 

But do you know what they truly are? 

Their tongues are forked, they're con artists with a silver tongue." 


The weather was gloomy and overcast. 
It was as if the atmosphere itself reflected the mood of the place where | was now. 
Various people dressed in black, all with somber expressions, were coming and going. 


None of that mattered to me. My eyes were fixed on the girl standing beside her father, holding 
her mother's urn, desperately trying to hold back the tears welling up in her eyes. 


Her face, which always used to have a smile as bright as a blooming flower, was now distorted 
with grief and tear stains. 


| was desperately trying to figure out what | could possibly do to bring back that smile | loved so 
much to her — to Yukina Misumi. 


Chapter 1: Insolent Counsel 


October 21st, 2:02 PM, District Court, Courtroom No. 4 


"As | have shown—" 


| paused for a moment, allowing my words to sink in, and slowly looked around the courtroom. 
The gallery, the five jurors, and the judge — everyone was listening intently to my words, waiting 
for me to continue. 


The only exceptions were the two prosecutors sitting across from me, with their arms crossed, 
at the witness stand. | could clearly see the message conveyed by their expressions: "We get it, 
we understand what you're trying to say, so just get on with your defense." 


Bang! A loud sound echoed through the courtroom. It was the sound of my hand slapping 
against the table. 


"It was utterly impossible for the defendant to have committed the murder the prosecution is 
trying to pin on him! 


Members of the gallery, and especially the jury, please try to recall. Did the prosecution present 
a single piece of evidence that directly proved the defendant committed the murder? No, they 
did not. All they presented was circumstantial evidence, and even that was mostly based on the 
prosecution's own twisted interpretations, as was made clear during my cross-examination. 


And that's not all. The gaping holes in the investigation conducted by both the prosecution and 
the police have also been laid bare in this courtroom. How many other possible suspects might 


the police have overlooked due to their investigative blunders? We'll never know for sure. 


Now, members of the jury, the responsibility entrusted to you, the power to decide a person's 
guilt or innocence, is an extremely grave one. 


However, this case is an exception. The matter is extraordinarily simple. You only need to 
remember one thing." 


| paused again and looked at each juror's face, one by one. 


"In this court of law, was even a single piece of evidence presented that would lead you to 
believe the defendant is guilty?" 


Silence fell over the courtroom. It was a pleasant silence for me, the defense attorney, who had 
finished his closing argument. 


With the eyes of everyone in the courtroom upon me, | remained unfazed, shrugged my 
shoulders, and added, 


"The defense rests." 


It was only three minutes later that the jury, in a five-to-zero vote, decided to dismiss the case, 
declaring our victory. 


October 21st, 5:00 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


The office was located in a commercial area, a few minutes away from the city center, where 
miscellaneous buildings stood in a row. 


It was a slightly old, four-story building, and my office occupied a corner on the second floor. 


There were two rooms, each about the size of a small studio apartment. One served as both my 
office and a reception area, furnished with a desk, a table and sofa for clients, and a bookshelf 
to give it a proper law office feel. The bookshelf was adorned with thick books that | highly 
doubted | would ever read, most of them bought for half a buck each when a nearby 
secondhand bookstore went out of business. 


The other room was my private room, with a bed, a closet, and other necessities. It also had a 
shower room and a small but functional kitchen, making it livable. | had a separate apartment as 
my official residence, but since going back and forth was a hassle, | ended up spending most of 
my time in this office. 


As soon as | stepped into the dimly lit building that was my home and office, | couldn't help but 
click my tongue in exasperation. 


"...¥ou again?" 


Sitting boldly at my desk in my office was a girl in a green and navy blue blazer, which looked 
like a middle school uniform. She looked up from the thick book she was reading. 


"Oh, welcome back." 


This cheeky brat with a voice as bright as her appearance was lyo Satsuki. Due to a certain 
incident, she had somehow gained free access to my office. If | wanted to, | could have her 
arrested for trespassing anytime, but it seemed a bit petty for a law office to sue a kid for 
trespassing, so | let it slide. She had big, bright eyes, and straight, glossy hair that reached her 
shoulders. Combined with her well-defined nose, she was considered quite attractive. Her 
cheerful personality made her popular with both boys and girls at school — or so she claimed. 


However, | knew there was something strange about her. 


"Don't 'welcome back' me. How come you're reading at my desk? Did you break in again?" 


"Don't be silly, I'm not doing anything wrong. Think of it as me staying behind to look after the 
place! And a pretty girl like me, no less J" 


She even winked at me. Unfortunately, | had no interest in kids, so | ignored her and snatched 
the book she was reading. 


"Hey, what are you doing?!" 


"Shut up, you took it from my bookshelf without asking, didn't you? | can do whatever | want with 
it." 


"What's the big deal?! You never read these books anyway!" 

...A bad feeling washed over me, and | looked at the title of the book. 
"Mein Kampf." Author: Adolf Hitler. 

"You're reading dangerous books again!" 


"What are you talking about? This book is a bestseller that sold second only to the Bible! And it's 
yours anyway!" 


"Ugh..." 


| sighed and covered my face with one hand. | reminded myself that most reasoning wouldn't 
work on this girl and returned the thick book to Satsuki. 


"Fine, do whatever you want. But don't read at my desk. At least go sit on the sofa." 
"Now you're talking J" 


Satsuki took the book with a big smile and plopped down on the sofa, which was supposed to 
be for clients, without a care in the world about her short skirt riding up. 


"Good grief..." 
| threw my leather bag on the desk and loosened my tie. 
"So, how was court today?" 


Satsuki asked, still engrossed in her book. As | hung my jacket on the hanger, | replied. 


"Did you think | would lose a criminal trial?" 
"...1 guess not. But wouldn't it be more interesting if you did?" 


Satsuki said something incredibly rude with a straight face and went back to her book, a book 
no ordinary middle schooler would ever read. 


The phone rang just as | finished making myself a cup of tea and was about to finally relax. 
"Phone's ringing." 


Satsuki said without looking up from her book. Apparently, she had no intention of answering the 
phone for a tired lawyer after a long day of work. 


| clicked my tongue and picked up the receiver. 

"Hello, Yamashika Law Office." 

"I-Ils that you, Mr. Zenko...?" 

“ 

The voice coming from the receiver was a faint, feminine voice on the verge of tears. 
The moment | recognized the voice, | couldn't help but shout. 

"Yukina!l?" 

October 21st, 6:12 PM. Police Station, In front of Interrogation Room No. 3 

A room with a plate that read "Interrogation Room No. 3." 


After confirming the room number, | took a deep breath, careful not to let anyone inside hear 
me. | tried to steady my ragged breathing, my body still buzzing from the rush of getting here. 


Though my body wasn't cooperating as well as I'd like, | could at least speak without gasping. | 
ran a hand through my messy hair, straightened my tie, and adjusted my brown suit jacket. 
Finally, after checking the gleaming gold "Attorney Badge" on my left breast pocket, | knocked 
twice on the door and pushed it open. 


"Excuse me." 


My curt voice drew the attention of everyone inside. 


As always, the interrogation room was devoid of any decoration, looking like it was ripped 
straight from a crime drama set. It was already evening, and the orange light filling the room 
made it feel even more sterile and impersonal. 

There were three people inside. 

A young detective sat in the corner, puffing away on a cigarette. He looked more like he 
belonged in a nightclub than in a police uniform. His handsome features might have earned him 
points with older women, but right now, he was glaring at me with icy eyes. 

Then there was a middle-aged detective—or rather, a man who would have been more 
accurately described as a yakuza—and a young woman with long hair, who seemed out of 
place in this sterile environment. They were sitting across from each other at a small desk 


placed in the middle of the room. 


The young woman was my client. Yukina Misumi, nineteen years old. She's also my cousin, or 
more precisely, my second cousin. 


"Mr. Zenko..." 
Yukina looked at me with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 


She was wearing a long white skirt and a plain, pale pink turtleneck sweater — definitely not an 
outfit meant for going out. They must have brought her here in a hurry. 


"It's alright, you can relax now." 

My words brought a relieved smile to Yukina's face. 

"Never thought she'd be an acquaintance of yours. Small world, ain't it?" 

The middle-aged detective spoke. 

I'd met him a few times before. Ken Inaba, if | remembered correctly. He had a stocky build, a 
career in law enforcement about as long as mine, and the air of a veteran detective who'd seen 
it all. But why was it that the more experience a detective had, the more they seemed like a 
yakuza? 

Ignoring Inaba, | turned back to Yukina. 


"Yukina, you haven't said anything yet, have you?" 


"N-No..." 


Inaba clicked his tongue in annoyance. 


"Typical. Filling her head with all sorts of troublesome ideas. Ever since your call, she's 
clammed up completely." 


"She's well within her rights, isn't she?" 


| replied casually, and Inaba shrugged. However, the younger detective, perhaps unable to 
stomach my words, shouted in agitation. 


"Don't joke around! This woman killed someone! You're always doing this, interfering with our 
investigation!" 


It was Shuko Haneda, a young hothead of a detective. He might have been a fresh face, but his 
easily riled personality made him the perfect source of inside information from the police side — 
at least, for me. It was always amusing to see him react so predictably. 

Lately, though, he'd become more cautious, making it harder to get a rise out of him. 


| glared at the young detective — to be fair, he was actually older than me. 


"As her attorney, | demand you retract that statement. Until she's proven guilty, she's innocent. 
Refrain from treating her like a criminal." 


"What did you say!?" 
"Quiet down, Haneda." 


Detective Inaba's voice was sharp and commanding. Haneda, who had been about to lunge at 
me, immediately quieted down at his partner's words. 


| continued, pouring gasoline on the fire. 

"You haven't responded to my request. Now, apologize. Say, 'I'm sorry, that was out of line.” 
"Y-You asshole...!" 

"Don't make me say it again, Haneda. | hate to admit it, but the lawyer is right about this one." 
"...1 understand. | retract my previous statement." 


| nodded in exaggerated satisfaction at his words. Detective Haneda grimaced and looked ready 
to retort, but a sharp look from Detective Inaba seemed to keep him silent. 


pe yates 


bss 


Y yj i / fl || 


| pulled up a spare chair next to Yukina and sat down to her left. 


Under the table, | gently squeezed her hand, making sure the detectives didn't notice. Yukina 
glanced at me, but | ignored her and addressed Detective Inaba. 


"Now then, as her lawyer, I'd like to hear what the police know so far. And don't even think about 
hiding anything, you know it won't work." 


"...Fine, I'll tell you. But couldn't you at least ask a little more politely?" 


Inaba's voice was a mixture of anger and exasperation. | supposed even a seasoned detective 
wouldn't appreciate being spoken to like that by a young lawyer fresh out of university. Of 
course, | was doing it on purpose. 


For now, | decided to grant Detective Inaba his wish and rephrased my question politely. 


"As Yukina Misumi's legal representative, | request information currently in the possession of the 
police that is relevant to the investigation but will not compromise it. At the very least, | require 
information that justifies the police's decision to detain my client. This is a legitimate right 
granted by law—" 


"Alright, alright, | get it!" 


Despite me trying to be accommodating, Detective Inaba simply waved his hand dismissively, 
his annoyance growing. 


| shrugged at his attitude and flashed a playful smile at Yukina, who finally managed a small 
chuckle. Of course, to the two detectives, her captivating smile probably just looked like she was 
being difficult. 


Detective Inaba pulled out a notepad and began speaking in a flat tone. 


"The victim is a twenty-year-old male named Hirosuke Maruo. He was found stabbed to death in 
his apartment, a fourth-floor unit in a thirteen-story building, around 3:00 PM today. 


The discovery was made by the resident of the next-door apartment, Munenori Kune. He heard 
sounds of a struggle coming from the victim's apartment and went to investigate. He saw a 
young woman running away from the victim's apartment and, upon looking inside, found the 
victim stabbed to death with a kitchen knife. Kune immediately contacted the police, and we 
happened to be nearby for another case and arrived at the scene shortly after. That's the gist of 
it. Any questions?" 


"No, just continue." 


"'Just continue’...?" 
Detective Inaba's tone dripped with sarcasm. 


Suddenly, Yukina's grip on my hand tightened. | looked at her, but she remained silent, her gaze 
downcast. 


"We arrived at the scene around 3:30 PM and began our investigation." 
"3:30?" 

| glanced at my watch. It was 6:30 PM. Only three hours had passed. 
"You identified a suspect in just three hours? That's awfully quick." 
"Well, listen. The victim had a girlfriend." 


At his words, | couldn't help but look at Yukina. She met my gaze and, with a hesitant nod, 
confirmed my suspicions. 


So that was it. 


| let out a small sigh and shook my head, gesturing for Inaba to continue. He clicked his tongue, 
annoyed by my nonchalant attitude, but resumed his explanation. 


"There's a large park between the university your client attends and her home. It seems that 
around 1:00 PM today, while your client was walking through the park, she happened to see the 
victim, Hirosuke Maruo. With another woman, no less." 

"..L see." 

So, she witnessed her boyfriend cheating on her. | could practically picture the scene unfolding 
before my eyes. The cheating boyfriend, caught red-handed, and the two women. Though, 
considering one of those women was my client, | couldn't muster any amusement. 

"Witnesses saw the suspect lose her temper and scream, 'I wish you were dead!' at Maruo." 


The police were clearly trying to paint it as a motive, however flimsy it might be. 


"Based on that information, we showed the first witness, Munenori Kune, a photo of the suspect. 
He confirmed that she was the woman he saw running from the apartment. We immediately 


went to the suspect's home and detained her for questioning. After further investigation, we 
gathered enough evidence to formally arrest her for the murder of Hirosuke Maruo." 


Inaba paused, taking a breath. He looked at me with thinly veiled disgust. 

"Well? What do you have to say about that?" 

"Plenty, of course." 

Inaba sighed lightly, as if he'd been expecting this. 

"Since when does yelling 'l wish you were dead!" qualify someone as a murderer?" 

Inaba remained silent, his hands clasped on the table. 

"This is a false arrest." 

"You jerk! How dare you!" 

"Haneda, | told you to be quiet." 

Inaba snapped, silencing his partner. 

"Listen, Attorney Yamashika,"” Inaba said, his voice calmer now. "Her outburst might not be a 
smoking gun, but we have an eyewitness placing her at the scene. We had no choice but to 
detain her." 

He was a seasoned detective, I'd give him that. He knew how to cover his bases. 

"Fine, we'll set that aside for now." 

Inaba clicked his tongue at my dismissive tone, but | continued, undeterred. 

"But even with the witness, all we have is his word. From what I've heard, he didn't get a clear 
look at the suspect. How many women with a similar build to my client do you think there are in 
the world? How can you be so sure it was her?" 


"You jerk, still messing with us—?!" 


Haneda started again, but Inaba silenced him with a glare. That detective keeps calling me 
"jerk", he really needed to expand his vocabulary. 


| was about to continue when a new voice interrupted me. 

"That's not all the evidence we have, Attorney Yamashika." 

The voice didn't belong to anyone in the room. 

Everyone turned towards the source — the interrogation room door. Standing there, in a gray 
suit that seemed to swallow his small frame, was a man who couldn't have been taller than five 


foot four. 


It was Kenichi Horiuchi, the prosecutor. We'd faced each other in court numerous times. And by 
numerous, | meant he'd lost to me every single time. 


He was in his late thirties or early forties, a textbook example of a middle-aged man, though 
thankfully he hadn't gone to seed yet. He had sharp eyes, a wide mouth, and thick, dark hair 
slicked back with pomade. Despite his height, his presence was surprisingly imposing, 
especially when he spoke in his booming voice. 

"Well, well, if it isn't Kenny." 

| waved casually, but the old man didn't bother with pleasantries. 

"Don't you 'Kenny' me!" 


"Shame." 


"| heard you completely outplayed my subordinate in court again today, but it won't go the same 
way this time. 


You'll be facing the great Horiuchi himself!" 
"That should be fun." 
| responded with a jest, but Horiuchi glowered at me before a slight smile crossed his face. 


"So, Yamashika, here's an interesting tidbit for you. We found fingerprints on the murder 
weapon. And guess who they belong to?" 


Mec 
Yukina gasped beside me. 


Sure, it might have been good for the prosecution, but for us, the defense, this was bad news. 
Fingerprints on the murder weapon were damning evidence. 


"The suspect may be refusing to confess, but we have all the proof we need. I'll be requesting a 
preliminary hearing for the day after tomorrow. | suggest you make the most of the time you 
have left." 


If Yukina wasn't here, | would've let out a string of curses. 


A preliminary hearing in two days? That was fast, but not unexpected considering the 
circumstances. 


| turned to Yukina. 
"It seems you'll be spending the night in custody. | know it's not ideal, but try to be strong." 
"O-Okay..." 


She answered, her voice trembling. | wanted to reassure her, but there wasn't much | could say 
at this point. 


"Just for one night, right?" 

Haneda sneered, shooting Yukina a malicious grin. | saw her shrink back in her chair. 

He had guts, talking to my client, my childhood sweetheart, like that. | was about to retort, but 
Detective Inaba shot him a warning look. So instead, | turned to Inaba, my voice dangerously 
low. 

"Listen up, old man." 

"...What is it now?" 

No cop likes being called an old man by a young punk. 

"If she's mistreated in any way, you'll regret it." 

"Don't worry yourself, Yamashika." 


Horiuchi interjected, looking down at me with an air of superiority. 


"We have a separate holding cell for female detainees. It's not like anything unsavory is going to 
happen. At least, not until after she's convicted." 


"Says the guy who loses to me in court every time we meet. Who are you trying to fool?" 


"W-What?!" 


Horiuchi sputtered, his face turning red. He was so easy to rile up. It was almost as amusing as 
watching Haneda squirm. 


| pointed at Horiuchi, addressing Yukina but making sure he could hear every word. 

"See that short guy over there, Yukina? He's the epitome of mediocrity. He tries to put innocent 
people behind bars, and every time, he loses to me, only boosting my reputation. He's a truly 
wonderful prosecutor, don't you think?" 

Horiuchi's face turned an even deeper shade of red. 

"How dare you insult me!" 

"Insult? I'm simply stating facts. Can you prove me wrong?" 

"You jerk—!" 

It's always the same with these people, their vocabulary was truly lacking. 


"Well, whatever. You won't get away with this! I'll make you pay for this humiliation in court!" 


"Oh, come on, Kenny. You sound like a villain, is that the best you can do? That's the third time 
you've used that line!" 


Fuming, Horiuchi pointed a finger at me. 
"Remember this!" 

He yelled before storming out of the room. 

| turned back to Yukina. 

"He really sounds like a villain, doesn't he?" 


October 21st, 6:52 PM, In front of the Police Station 


By the time | managed to get Yukina's interrogation cut short and leave the police station, the 
sun had already set, blanketing the world in darkness. 


| pulled out my phone from my inner pocket and called a nearby hotel, ordering dinner for 
Yukina. It was an unnecessary expense, but | refused to let her eat the disgusting food they 
served at the detention center. 


As a lawyer who had done this countless times before, the call went smoothly. The bill would be 
sent directly to my office. 


The next call, however, was the real challenge. 


| dialed a different number, one saved under a different name. The phone rang. And rang. And 
rang. 


...No answer. 
He was probably asleep again, the lazy bum. 


Still, | knew he'd eventually pick up if | was persistent enough. As the phone rang for the 
twentieth time, even | was starting to admire my own tenacity. Finally, a sleepy voice answered. 


"...Stop disturbing my sleep, you con artist lawyer." 

That was his greeting. | shot back without missing a beat. 

"Says the unemployed bum who's already snoring at this hour!" 

"Is that any way for a lawyer to talk...?" 

"| might be a lawyer, but | don't recall ever specializing in human rights." 
A brief pause followed, punctuated by a heavy sigh from the other end. 


It was Eiji Kageno, a private investigator and an old friend from high school. Though technically, 
he was a year older than me. 


"So, what do you want?" 


"| have the perfect job for a good-for-nothing, unemployed detective like you. Come out here, 
and I'll fill you in on the details." 


Another pregnant pause, followed by another dramatic sigh. 


"Is that how you always ask people for favors?" 


"I'm certainly not going to waste my breath on pleasantries with the likes of you." 
"If it weren't for that favor you did me, | would've hung up ages ago..." 

"Of course you would. That's the only reason I'm even talking to you like this." 
An even louder sigh echoed through the phone. This was his third, by my count. 
"Let me give you some free life advice: people don't like it when you sigh in public." 


"Then feel free to dislike me even more. And while you're at it, why don't you find someone else 
to bother with your little errands?" 


"You're the only cheap and readily available option | have. Now get out here. You must be 
starving. Dinner's on me. Come to our usual spot." 


"Fine, fine. Anything's better than listening to you drone on." 


With that, Kageno let out his fourth sigh of the conversation. This guy was truly a lost cause 
when it came to accepting constructive criticism. 


| hung up and slipped my phone back into my inner pocket. 

Just then, something caught my eye — something I'd rather not see. | stiffened involuntarily. 
".,.What are you still doing here? | thought you went home." 

Standing there, with her petite frame, blazer uniform, and school bag, was the very reason | was 
stuck in this mess: Satsuki, a habitual offender when it came to breaking and entering... my 


apartment, to be precise. 


"What took you so long? | was getting bored waiting, so | went around telling all the nice old 
men that | lost my train fare and ended up with thirty five bucks!" 


Her words were so absurd; | couldn't help but bury my face in my hands. Was she serious? 
Judging by the wad of cash in her hand, it was no joke. 


| glanced back at the building I'd just exited. 


"You do realize you're scamming people in front of a police station, right?" 


"What are you talking about? Most of the people who gave me money were police officers." 


As a morally upstanding lawyer, | should've marched right back into that station and reported 
her. But for some reason, | hesitated. 


Meanwhile, Satsuki remained oblivious to my internal struggle, chirping cheerfully, 

"Hey hey, are you done with your police business? What are we doing now?" 

"None of your business, kid. Go home, it's late." 

"What are you talking about? It's perfectly normal for junior high girls to be out this late!" 


| was about to point out that she was probably the only junior high girl who thought that when | 
realized something. 


Come to think of it, back in my day, it wasn't unusual for kids our age to be out and about until 
much later... 


| let out a tired sigh and covered my face with my hand again. There was no point in arguing 
with her. 


"Fine, fine, do whatever you want." 

"Yay! So, where are we going?" 

She asked with a big grin. | didn't know what she found so amusing. 

For a moment, | was tempted to lie, but then | imagined the consequences and thought better of 
it. Alas, even the undefeated ace lawyer of the courtroom was no match for a single junior high 
school girl. 

"I'm meeting a lousy detective at our usual Chinese place." 

"Really? Can | come? They have the best sweet bean curd there!" 

"...Don't get your hopes up. I'm not paying for you." 


"That's okay, | have money. 


| briefly considered running back into the police station and yelling, "There's a con artist on the 
loose! Please help a lawyer in need!" But then | realized they'd probably arrest me for aiding and 
abetting, so | held my tongue. 

"Don't you have dinner waiting for you at home? Why would you want to eat out now?" 

"My family eats dinner at nine, and sweets are a different matter!" 

"Ugh, fine, do whatever you want!" 


"Yup, sure will!" 


The undefeated ace lawyer of the courtroom, defeated by a single junior high school girl. What a 
sad state of affairs. 


October 21st, 7:24 PM, Chinese restaurant "Seikaen" 


Seikaen was a nondescript Chinese restaurant tucked away on a side street. But what it lacked 
in curb appeal, it more than made up for in flavor. The food was delicious, the prices were 
reasonable, and the atmosphere was casual enough that you wouldn't feel out of place in your 
pajamas. It had been our go-to spot since high school, a place where we could fill our stomachs 
without emptying our wallets. 


At the round table between the clumsy detective Kageno, Satsuki, and me, an assortment of 
Chinese dishes including dumplings and spring rolls were spread out. 


"...90, why is she here?" 
Kageno echoed the same sentiment I'd had thirty minutes earlier. 


At the end of his gaze was Satsuki, who seemed blissful as she brought a colorful assortment of 
fruit and almond jelly to her mouth. 


"Almond jelly has few calories and is good for the body! Plus, | have the kind of physique that 
doesn't put on weight easily" 


Of course, it was Satsuki who said something that had nothing to do with his question. 
On the other hand, | also noticed something about Kageno. 
"Kageno, never mind others and have some decency. You're embarrassing yourself." 


"It's rude to refuse a free meal, that's my philosophy." 


Kageno, unfazed by my irritation, didn't stop moving his chopsticks or his mouth, continuing to 
eat. He was clearly eating more than me, which was saying something, considering he'd just 
woken up from a nap. 

He was dressed in his usual attire: a rumpled black suit that, combined with his perpetually 
bored expression, gave him a rather disheveled appearance. His long hair was in dire need of a 
cut, but then again, so was mine. 

We hadn't changed much since high school. Fashion wasn't exactly our forte. 

Strangely enough, our lack of style never seemed to deter the ladies. Back in the day, we were 
practically swimming in female attention. The two of us and another guy who always hung out 
with us even got a nickname: The Host Trio, or "Hostrio" for short. Don't ask me how we came 
up with it. 


"So, enough about me, let's hear about this job." 


Kageno said with a mouthful of fried pork. What a good-for-nothing detective. | retorted while 
shoving a dumpling into my mouth. 


"You're disgusting, don't talk with your mouth full." 
"...You're one to talk." 
"I'm the one paying, | can be as rude as | want." 


"One's as bad as the other, right?" 


Our little squabble was interrupted by a third party. 

Kageno leaned back in his chair. 

"You know, it never ceases to amaze me that you actually managed to pass the bar exam." 
"That's rich coming from you. You don't even need a license to be a detective." 

"Yeah, but I'm all about real-world experience." 


"You're really going to go there?" 


Just then, our hands reached for the last spring roll on the plate at the same time. 


We stared at each other in silence. 
"Give it to me. I'm paying for this meal." 


"No way. You treating me to dinner and handing over the spring roll are two completely different 
matters." 


This guy... he's so frustratingly logical sometimes. 


Once again, we locked eyes in a silent standoff. It was just a single spring roll, but neither of us 
was willing to back down. This spring roll had become a matter of pride... 


"More dumplings coming through!" 


A young waitress, completely oblivious to the tense atmosphere at our table, cheerfully 
announced the arrival of a plate of steamed buns. 


"Gotcha!" 
...Damn it! There went my pride as a man. 


My momentary lapse in concentration had proved fatal. The last spring roll disappeared into the 
detective's mouth... 


Curse you, spring roll! This vendetta shall not be forgotten! Fine, then I'll just have to claim all of 
these steamed buns for myself— 


"Honestly, you two are like children." 


Kageno and | froze, our movements stiff and synchronized. 


...And at that moment, the sheer absurdity of our behavior finally dawned on me. This was not 
how normal adults were supposed to act. 


"Let's get down to business." 

| said, rubbing my temples. Right, we weren't here for a food fight. 

"You should have led with that." 

Kageno mumbled, chewing on the spring roll with an infuriatingly smug look on his face. For a 
fleeting second, | considered enacting my revenge plan, but my professional integrity as a 
lawyer held me back. 


"Kageno, did you happen to catch the evening news or read the evening edition?" 


"You think someone who was dragged out of bed and brought here against his will has time for 
such things?" 


This guy... he calls himself a detective? There's something fundamentally wrong with the world 
if this is what passes for a professional investigator these days. Shouldn't gathering information 
be a basic requirement for someone in his line of work? He could have at least glanced at a 
newspaper while he was napping. 


"It's a murder case." 


"_..Really? And | suppose the suspect is your client, and you want me to help you investigate the 
case?" 


| had to give him credit for one thing: he wasn't completely clueless. Well, | should count myself 
lucky | don't have to explain everything. 


| told Kageno what | had found out from Inaba at the police station. As you would expect from a 
detective, he listened to the story with great interest. Although, he never stopped moving his 
hands or mouth. 


"...How can you two eat while talking about murder..." 


Satsuki said with a disgusted face, giving up on eating her tofu filled with sweet bean paste. In 
contrast, our chopsticks showed no sign of stopping. 


After hearing me out, Kageno finally stopped eating and crossed his arms. 


"| see. So, the fact that someone heard her yell, 'l wish you were dead!’, the fact that someone 
saw her running from the room, and the fact that she had a weapon in his hand are the 


bottlenecks. But even though you have a rotten character, you're a winner in every court case 
you've tried, and I'm sure you'll be able to turn the case around in no time, right?" 


| chose to deliberately ignore his ill-suited words. 

"| suppose. But the prosecution isn't stupid, either. To bring about an acquittal without leaving 
any future problems, we're lacking one more piece of evidence. And so, the job | want to ask of 
you is..." 


"You mean you want me to find another suspect for you?" 


Again, he catches up quick. If only he would listen to everything | say, | would have nothing to 
complain about at all. 


.As if. 

"But is your client really innocent?" 

Satsuki chimed in. 

"She is." 

| replied without hesitation, earning a wry chuckle from Kageno. 
"_..Of course you'd say that. Don't come crying to me if my investigation proves otherwise." 
"Don't worry, it won't." 

"How can you be so sure~?" 

Satsuki said, sounding exasperated. 

"The client is an acquaintance of mine." 

"You're friends or something?" 

"We're childhood friends and second cousins." 

"Second cousins?" 

Satsuki tilted her head slightly, confused. 


"Our parents are cousins." 


"Huh, that is pretty distant..." 


To be honest, we were practically strangers. If it weren't for my great-grandmother's funeral over 
a decade ago, we probably wouldn't even know each other existed. 


"But for you to be this invested..." 

Kageno began, a mischievous glint in his eyes. | hated that look. 
"Don't get any ideas." 

| said, trying to sound nonchalant. | refused to let him see me sweat. 
Satsuki let out a curious "hmm," but | chose to ignore it. 


"Anyway, Kageno, remember that client you brought along last time? The one you swore was 
innocent?" 


When | brought that up, Kageno raises his hand as if to concede. 


"Alright, alright, | get it. You don't have to remind me. | do owe you one from that time. I'll look 
into this case for you." 


"That's what | thought. Now, don't disappoint me." 

"On one condition..." 

"...What is it?" 

| braced myself. Whenever Kageno added a "condition," it was never anything good. 
He turned to Satsuki. 

"Throw in a serving of almond tofu for dessert." 


October 22nd, 9:12 AM, Detention Center Visiting Room 


The detention center visiting room was as sterile and devoid of personality as a police 
interrogation room. Not that | expected anything fancy from a place like this. 


| took a seat and waited. A moment later, Yukina was escorted into the room by a female officer. 


One of the defining features of detention center visits was the imposing transparent barrier that 
separated visitors from inmates. 


"Yukina, did you sleep well last night?" 


No matter how many times | experienced it, the transparent barrier never failed to make the 
conversation feel cold and impersonal. 


"Not really..." 


Her expression was glum. Even her long, silky hair seemed to have lost its usual luster. It was 
understandable. Very few people could sleep soundly on their first night in detention. 


"Was the food | sent alright?" 

"Yes, it was delicious. How did you...?" 

"| ordered room service from the hotel. I'll have them send lunch over later, so look forward to it." 
"Eh, a hotel...!?" 

Yukina looked apologetic. 


"Don't worry about it. I'm a fairly well-known lawyer now, you know? | make a decent living, at 
least compared to the average salaryman." 


"But still..." 
"It's fine, really. More importantly, Yukina..." 


| leaned closer to the glass partition, my expression serious. Sensing the shift in my demeanor, 
Yukina straightened up, her body tensing slightly. 


"You didn't kill anyone, did you?" 

"...No." 

Despite her nervousness, Yukina's answer was firm and resolute. 
"Good." 

| nodded in satisfaction and leaned back in my chair. 


"You don't belong here. You deserve at least a decent meal while you're stuck in this place. 
Don't you agree?" 


"...Yes, thank you." 
Yukina nodded, a small smile gracing her lips. | chuckled wryly. 


"Besides, the food here is atrocious. Breakfast is especially bad. Just a single piece of bread 
with a tiny packet of jam and margarine." 


"You seem awfully familiar with the menu, Mr. Zenko." 


"Let's just say | was once wrongfully accused of being a biker gang member and spent a night 
here." 


| shrugged my shoulders and we shared a laugh. Despite being only nineteen, Yukina's trusting 
and innocent smile hadn't changed a bit since we were kids. But the circumstances surrounding 
our reunion had cast a shadow over her usual cheerfulness. 

"Um, about the legal fees..." 


| cut her off with a wave of my hand. 


"Don't worry about it. It's like the food. Would an attorney charge his little sister for legal 
representation?" 


"Uh, but..." 


"In that case, how about you cook me dinner ten times? My diet's been a mess lately. You 
haven't lost your touch in the kitchen, have you?" 


"Oh... um, thank you, brother..." 

Yukina replied after a slight pause. 

Big brother, she called me. She used to call me "bro" when we were younger. Come to think of 
it, she's been calling me "Mr. Zenko" lately. It's been a while since I've been called "brother." Not 
that it's a bad thing, but it felt strangely comforting. 

To hide my slight embarrassment, | quickly changed the subject. 

"By the way, | made a call this morning. To Los Angeles." 


"..To Father?" 


"Yeah. You haven't contacted him yet, have you?" 


Yukina lowered her gaze. She grew up in a single-parent household. Her mother passed away 
in a traffic accident when she was little. On top of that, her father was currently on a solo 
assignment in Los Angeles. 

"No... Father is busy with work... Besides, he was in Japan until last night." 

"He was in Japan until yesterday?" 

That was news to me. 

"Yes. He came to see me last night during a brief layover in Japan on his way back from a 
business trip... He said he had to go to the office yesterday and then fly back to America last 
night." 

"Is that why you didn't call him yesterday?" 


"He said he'd be on the plane by then. | didn't want him to worry, and | didn't want to confuse 
him..." 


| couldn't help but sigh. Knowing Yukina's personality, it wasn't surprising that she would act that 
way. 


Looking directly at Yukina, | said. 

"Listen, Yukina. In this situation, you need someone to support you. Someone who believes in 
your innocence without a doubt. And I'm not enough. The trial will be held soon, and they might 
dig deep into your personal life. You need your father to get through this. Understand?" 

After a moment of silence, Yukina nodded. 


"What did Father say?" 


"He said he'd be here tomorrow. And that he'd pay for any expenses | have. Not that | plan on 
asking for money." 


"...90, he's really coming?" 
Still looking down, she muttered as if trying to digest my words. 


Traveling back and forth between Japan and America wouldn't be easy, even for his own 
daughter. | understood why Yukina hesitated to contact him. 


"He was worried about you. It's okay to rely on him in times like this. That's what daughters do. 
Not that | need to tell you this, but your dad believes you're innocent too, you know?" 


"...Yes, | understand, Mr. Zenko. Thank you." 


However, Yukina's expression remained gloomy. Perhaps it wasn't something she could easily 
brush aside. 


To change the subject, | stood up, sat back down, and spoke again. 
"But | bet you were surprised. Having the police suddenly show up and take you away." 


"...Yes, | was surprised. Those detectives suddenly showed up at my house and asked me what 
| was doing around 3 PM..." 


"What did you tell them?" 

"| told them | was home all day..." 
"...90 you don't have an alibi?" 
Yukina nodded slightly. 

"|... hope that's okay?" 

| waved my hand dismissively. 


"If you had an alibi, you might not have been arrested, but it's not a big deal in court. Don't worry 
about it." 


Half of my words were made up to ease Yukina's mind. 

She had no alibi for the time of the crime, her fingerprints were found on the murder weapon, 
and there was eyewitness testimony. It was impossible to be optimistic about the current 
situation. The police would likely spend the day investigating, questioning people around the 
victim's and Yukina's homes, trying to pinpoint her whereabouts at the time of the crime. 
"More importantly, let's get a clear picture of the situation. 

Based on what Detective Inaba said yesterday, you were dating the victim, Hirosuke Maruo?" 
"Yes." 


"...Did you love him?" 


It felt like a question | didn't want to ask. 


"Yes..." 

And that was an answer | didn't want to hear. 
"...somewhat." 

She added. 

...What? 

| couldn't help but ask back. 

"Somewhat?" 


"He was the one who asked me out. | hadn't dated anyone before, but Mr. Maruo was kind, so | 
thought I'd give it a try." 


"But then you found out he had another woman, and you confronted him in anger?" 
"Yes, that's right... He was so kind to me, so it was a shock..." 


| see. The number of people angered by Hirosuke Maruo just increased by one. Hurting Yukina 
like that was a grave sin. 


| paused for a moment, pretending to hesitate before asking my next question. 
"Yukina, this might be difficult to answer, but please try. Did you... you know... sleep with him?" 
"W... What?!" 


Yukina's face flushed red, and she looked at me with wide eyes. It was a natural reaction, of 
course. 


| tried my best to maintain a straight face. 
"Court is like that. They'll try to gauge the depth of your relationship based on whether or not 
you slept together, and from there, they'll judge the extent of any potential jealousy. They 


probably won't directly ask if you slept together, but depending on how the trial progresses, the 
prosecution might bring it up." 


Yukina blushed and looked down, so | quickly added. 


"Y-You don't have to answer me. I'm just saying that this kind of topic might come up in court. It's 
good to be mentally prepared." 


Yukina remained silent, her head still lowered. Finally, she slowly shook her head. 
"...We didn't go that far. | went to his apartment and cooked for him a few times..." 


In reality, there was no evidence to support Yukina's words. But | wanted to believe her. Or 
rather, maybe | should say that | wanted to believe her more than anything. 


It wasn't a pleasant thought, but if Yukina had clearly answered "yes," how would | have 
reacted? 


| continued, keeping my emotions in check. | was used to this kind of thing. 


"Thank you for telling me, Yukina. This might come up during the trial. Just stay calm like you 
are now." 


Yukina nodded silently. 

"So, after you last saw Hirosuke Maruo at the park, where did you go and what did you do?" 
"| was going to go to university, but | didn't feel like it... | went home and cried." 

"So you were home until the police arrived?" 

"Yes. | had stopped crying by then, though..." 

In other words, she had no alibi. That was definitely a disadvantage. 


"Yukina, | heard there was a witness who saw someone who looked like you running away from 
the victim's apartment. That wasn't you, was it?" 


"Y-Yes. | don't think that was me..." 


"| see. | believe everything you say. Maybe the witness mistook someone else for you, or maybe 
the culprit was disguised as you." 


Yukina's expression slightly darkened, and her reply seemed hesitant. But | suppose it was 
understandable if she was told someone was impersonating her. 


"You mentioned earlier that you went to Hirosuke Maruo's apartment and cooked for him?" 
"Eh? Yes, that's right, but..." 

"What about the knives and other utensils? Did you bring your own?" 

"No, | brought the ingredients, but not the utensils." 


| see. This could be our biggest lead yet. Even if the murder weapon belonged to Maruo, if 
Yukina had used his knives to cook, it would be natural for her fingerprints to be on them. 


However, even though the kitchen knife was found in Hirosuke Maruo's apartment, the 
prosecution might argue that it wasn't his, but something Yukina brought from outside. If that 
happens, our defense will be significantly weakened. We need to wait and see what the 
prosecution's strategy is and try to turn the situation in our favor... 


"Alright, | think | understand the situation now. Yukina, I'll get your bail approved today, so you'll 
be out of here by evening." 


"Eh...? | can leave already?" 
She blinked her wide eyes, seemingly caught off guard. 


"Yes. Listen, | don't know what the general public might think, but even if someone is arrested 
as a suspect, the law clearly states that they are innocent until proven guilty in court. 


So Yukina, you are innocent right now. There are conditions for bail, like ensuring you won't flee 
or tamper with evidence, but once we win that, you can walk out of here with your head held 
high." 


Of course, to request bail, I'd have to clash with Prosecutor Horiuchi again, but | had no 
intention of losing, nor had | ever lost to him before. 


Until a few years ago, it was unheard of for murder suspects to be granted bail. The concept of 
"presumption of innocence," where a defendant is considered innocent until proven guilty in 
court, was only recently incorporated into the judicial system three years ago, finally relaxing the 
conditions for bail. 


"The preliminary hearing will begin tomorrow. You just need to sit tight. Consider it an 
opportunity. Observe how a trial unfolds. It's not something you get to see every day." 


Though, the most entertaining part of the trial would be witnessing Prosecutor Horiuchi's defeat. 


Yukina still seemed somewhat anxious, but she nodded firmly. 


October 22nd, 1:23 PM, Local District Court, Courtroom No. 2 


Local District Court, Courtroom No. 2. This is where the preliminary hearing would take place. 
A few years ago, preliminary hearings didn't exist in this country's legal system. 


The defining characteristic of trials in this country used to be their sheer length. The system, 
commonly known as the "three-tiered trial system," aimed to ensure careful deliberation and 
prevent wrongful convictions by allowing for three levels of judgment. However, this system also 
had the drawback of dragging out a single case for ten, twenty years, or even longer. 


Three years ago, a major reform took place, drawing inspiration from the American judicial 
system. However, it's important to note that the American legal landscape, including trial 
procedures and laws, varies significantly from state to state. Therefore, only specific elements 
were adopted, such as the preliminary hearing, the jury system, and plea bargaining. 


Nevertheless, this reform dramatically transformed the judicial landscape of this country. 


The jury system: a system where a verdict is determined by the majority vote of randomly 
selected citizens. 


In countries like the United States, jury duty is a common civic duty, almost a routine part of life. 
But this is only possible because of the century-long history of the jury system in America. 


Randomly selected citizens are summoned to deliberate and determine the guilt or innocence of 
the accused. Naturally, jury duty comes with the obligation to attend court proceedings, which 
might require them to be sequestered in hotels for months, disrupting their livelinoods. The 
meager compensation they receive, often less than fifty dollars a day, hardly makes up for it. 
Some estimates suggest that the annual economic cost of maintaining the jury system alone 
amounts to billions of dollars. 


Despite these drawbacks, the belief that it's preferable to entrust the verdict to a group of 
impartial individuals rather than a single judge remains strong, leading to its adoption in this 
country as well. 


However, implementing this system meant sacrificing countless work hours from thousands of 
workers annually. Moreover, not everyone would willingly accept being confined for months for a 
trial unrelated to them. Therefore, to pave the way for the gradual acceptance of the jury 
system, another system was introduced simultaneously. 


The preliminary hearing. 


This system, also borrowed from the US and UK legal systems, involves a preliminary hearing 
before a full-blown criminal trial. Its purpose is to determine whether the defendant genuinely 
committed the crime and whether the prosecution has presented sufficient evidence to warrant a 
full trial. 


The preliminary hearing itself can be considered a simplified trial, streamlined to minimize 
unnecessary procedures. While it involves the presence of defense attorneys, prosecutors, and 
a judge, with both sides presenting and cross-examining witnesses, it differs from a full trial in 
that a jury is not yet formed, and the defendant is not obligated to attend. In most cases, the 
prosecution simply presents its evidence, and the defense begins its rebuttal only after the 
preliminary hearing concludes, during the actual trial. 


Even in the US and UK, where this system originated, it's extremely rare for a defendant to be 
acquitted during a preliminary hearing. However, it's not entirely unheard of. More importantly, it 
helps expedite the trial process by allowing for an initial assessment of the evidence presented 
by the prosecution. Furthermore, it provides a significant advantage to the defense by granting 
them access to, at least partially, the evidence the prosecution intends to use before the actual 
trial begins. 


Therefore, to acclimate the general public to the idea of a jury system, it was decided to 
implement it first in preliminary hearings. 


Before the judicial reforms, the acquittal rate in criminal trials in this country was a mere one in 
five thousand. One in five thousand. 


While the exceptional performance of Japan's law enforcement agencies can be attributed as a 
factor contributing to this statistic, it's important to note that no other democratic nation in the 
world boasts a conviction rate exceeding 99%. This country had a culture where merely being 
taken into custody by the police was tantamount to being declared guilty in the court of public 
opinion. It was only natural to assume that even with the introduction of the jury system, the 
majority of jurors would likely predetermine the defendant's guilt based solely on the fact that 
they were criminally charged. 


Hence, the decision was made to implement the jury system in preliminary hearings, where a 
guilty or not guilty verdict is not definitively reached. This approach allowed for a gentler 
introduction to the jury system, as a loss for the defense in a preliminary hearing wouldn't 
immediately equate to a guilty verdict, and the expedited nature of these hearings would 
minimize the burden on the jurors. The aim was to gradually familiarize the entire nation with the 
concept of a jury trial. 


The jury for a preliminary hearing consists of only five members. Moreover, while a unanimous 
verdict is typically required in jury trials for serious offenses like murder, the current system 
relies on a simple majority vote. Only when the jury in a preliminary hearing determines that 


sufficient evidence exists to suggest the defendant's guilt can a full trial commence. Conversely, 
if the evidence is deemed insufficient, the defendant is acquitted unless new evidence surfaces. 


It's only been three years since this system was implemented. As expected, the conviction rate 
hasn't drastically decreased. However, with ordinary citizens now playing a central role in the 
judicial process as jurors, preliminary hearings have become more dramatic, resembling 
American courtroom dramas, and acquittals during this stage are no longer unheard of. 


Of course, if the defendant admits to all charges brought by the prosecution, a preliminary 
hearing is not held. Similarly, if the defendant chooses not to contest the evidence presented 
even if a hearing is held, a jury is not formed. 


The reforms undoubtedly increased the acquittal rate. However, it's not as if the rate 
skyrocketed from less than 0.01% to something significant. While there's still room for 
improvement, such as refining the jury selection process, the speed at which trials now proceed 
is incomparable to the past, and the reforms are gradually gaining acceptance. 


And that preliminary hearing was set to begin tomorrow in this very courtroom. 


However, for today's initial appearance, there were no spectators present. Apart from the court 
Officials, it was just me, the judge, and Prosecutor Horiuchi. 


Looking from the courtroom entrance, five rows of spectator seats were lined up. A waist-high 
railing separated the gallery from the floor. Beyond the railing, to the right, were the defense 
benches where Yukina and | would be seated, and opposite us, on the left, were the prosecution 
benches for Horiuchi and his team. Facing us, naturally, was the judge's bench, and in the 
center, a solitary witness stand. It was a scene familiar to anyone who'd seen a courtroom 
drama. The only differences from a few years ago were the five juror seats to the left of the 
judge's bench and the fact that the defendant was now allowed to sit beside their attorney 
instead of being confined to a separate defendant's box. Compared to American courtrooms, it 
was incredibly plain and lifeless. It seemed the authorities were adamant about maintaining a 
certain degree of austerity, at least in terms of appearances. 


"SO, we are in agreement that the preliminary hearing will commence tomorrow?" 

The voice that echoed through the courtroom belonged to an elderly man with an air of severity. 
Presiding Judge Kenta Shudo. If | recall correctly, he was in his late fifties or early sixties, but 
with two-thirds of his hair already white, he could easily pass for seventy. Not that he'd 
appreciate the observation, I'm sure. 

He was a far cry from the stereotypical image of a portly, middle-aged judge. In fact, he was 


quite lanky. However, his eyes held an undeniable glint of strictness. When it came to fairness, 
though, | couldn't fault him. 


"Yes, Your Honor. The prosecution has no objections." 
Said Prosecutor Horiuchi, the "Shorty Prosecutor," as | liked to call him. 


"Counsel Yamashika, are you in agreement? We can postpone the hearing for another two or 
three days if the defense requires more time." 


"No, Your Honor, tomorrow works for the defense. I'm eager to rescue my client from the 
clutches of the prosecution as soon as possible." 


"Wha... What was that?!" 

Horiuchi's reaction was as predictable as ever. 

"Counsel Yamashika, you will watch your tongue." 

Judge Shudo admonished, his voice laced with a level of sternness thirty percent more intense. 
| bowed my head respectfully. 


"My apologies, Your Honor. My concern for my client, falsely accused as she is, got the better of 
me." 


"Grrrr...!" 
"_.. That's enough. However, Counsel, | expect you to be more mindful of your words." 
Judge Shudo shook his head, a hint of exasperation in his voice. 


Both Horiuchi and | had argued cases before Judge Shudo in the past. He was clearly familiar 
with my personality by now. 


"Now, let's move on to the matter of bail. Does the defense intend to file a bail request?" 
"Absolutely, Your Honor." 

"The prosecution objects!" 

Horiuchi interjected forcefully. 

"Noted." 


Judge Shudo simply nodded, as if he had already anticipated our responses. 


"Then, Prosecutor, please present your arguments against granting bail." 

Horiuchi rose to his feet with an air of composure and began his statement. 

"The defendant, Yukina Misumi, has taken a human life." 

"Objection!" 

| interjected immediately. 

Horiuchi, however, continued unfazed. 

"My apologies. The defendant, Yukina Misumi, is suspected of taking a human life. Moreover, 
the alleged crime was committed in a particularly brutal manner, stabbing the victim to death 
with a kitchen knife. 

The defendant lost her mother at a young age, and her father is currently residing in America for 
work. While her circumstances are undoubtedly deserving of sympathy, it is plausible that these 
factors contributed to some form of emotional distress that led her to commit this heinous act. 
The defense may argue that a young woman like her, not even twenty years old, could not 
possibly be capable of murder. However, | believe it is precisely because of her youth that we 
must consider the possibility of her being emotionally unstable and therefore, a potential danger 
to society if released. The risk of re-offense cannot be ignored. 

Furthermore, as the defendant is only nineteen years old, still a minor here in Japan, the 
publication of her photograph is prohibited. This makes it even more difficult to rule out the 


possibility of her attempting to flee. 


Considering these factors, we believe the prosecution's stance against granting bail is justified 
and urge the court to deny the defense's request." 


He had the audacity to bring her family situation into this. 


Still, his arguments were nothing more than textbook objections. | wouldn't let him get away with 
slandering my client, especially someone like Yukina, whom I'd known since she was a child. 


"Understood. Counsel Yamashika, your rebuttal?" 
"Yes, Your Honor." 


| stood up slowly and began my argument. 


"First and foremost, I've known Miss Yukina Misumi since she was a child. While it's true that 
she lost her mother at a young age and was raised by her father, as Prosecutor Horiuchi pointed 
out, there's no evidence to suggest that this had any negative impact on her mental state. That's 
merely the prosecution's speculation. After her mother's passing, she took on most of the 
household responsibilities, supporting her father and growing up to be a fine young woman. 


| know Yukina Misumi. She's a compassionate and kindhearted person. Yes, she might have 
uttered words like 'l wish you were dead,' but the blame for that doesn't lie with her. It lies with 
Mr. Hirosuke Maruo, who, while in a relationship with such a wonderful woman, had the audacity 
to cheat on her with another." 


"Your Honor! The defense is slandering the victim!" 
Horiuchi cried out, and | raised my hands in a gesture of apology. 
"My apologies, Your Honor. | retract that statement. 


However, I'd like to point out that everyone present here today is male. None of us can truly 
comprehend the emotional turmoil a woman experiences when betrayed by the man she loves. 
Yes, my client might have said those words, but it's a far cry from murder, and who can claim 
that she's so mentally unstable that she'd resort to such an act? Especially not Prosecutor 
Horiuchi, a man who couldn't possibly understand. She's simply a pure-hearted young woman." 


| shrugged and shook my head for emphasis. 


"Risk of re-offense? The prosecution's case is based entirely on circumstantial evidence, and 
the law clearly states that a defendant is presumed innocent until proven guilty. While I'm not 
one to resort to legal technicalities, someone who hasn't committed a crime cannot possibly 
re-offend. 


As for the other reasons for denying bail — the risk of tampering with evidence and the risk of 
fleeing — the prosecution themselves proposed to proceed with the preliminary hearing 
tomorrow. This implies that they have already gathered all the necessary evidence. They've 
practically guaranteed that there's no evidence left to tamper with. 


And fleeing? The prosecution argues that because her face hasn't been made public, there's a 
risk of her fleeing. However, the law protects the identities of minors, and this right cannot be 
used against her to justify denying bail. If they have an issue with that, they should focus on 
amending the law first. 


Finally, | Know my client is innocent of this crime and would never even consider fleeing. It is 
because of this belief that | chose to represent her." 


| paused for effect, looking at both the judge and Horiuchi before continuing in a calmer, more 
subdued tone. 


"The defense rests, Your Honor." 

Silence descended upon the courtroom as Horiuchi glared at me. 

It was a shame there was no audience or jury present to witness my passionate defense. 

"Very well," Judge Shudo declared, nodding gravely. 

"Bail is granted. Considering the defendant's age, bail is set at one hundred and thirty thousand 
dollars. The defense counsel is to pay the full amount by five o'clock this afternoon. However, if 
there are legitimate reasons why the full amount cannot be paid by that time, we will take those 
into consideration." 

Horiuchi scowled and glared at me again, but | ignored him and bowed my head to the judge. 


"Thank you, Your Honor." 


"Then, the preliminary hearing will be held tomorrow from ten o'clock in the morning. Unless 
there are any particular issues, | believe this concludes today's session." 


Horiuchi seemed to have nothing more to say, but a thought occurred to me, and | spoke up. 
"Your Honor, | would like to request a postponement of the preliminary hearing." 

The judge's expression shifted subtly, his face hardening slightly. 

"Oh? You agreed to the date just a moment ago. Why the sudden change of heart?" 


"| merely wanted to give the prosecution, who seem to believe they can convict the defendant 
based on the current circumstantial evidence, a little more time to reconsider their position." 


"What did you say?! Why you slimy...!" 
Horiuchi immediately flew off the handle. 


"| demand that the prosecutor retract his last statement. To address me as 'slimy' is clearly 
disrespectful." 


"Your previous statement was an insult to me!" 


"Don't be ridiculous. I'm simply suggesting that the prosecution might need more time to prepare 
for the preliminary hearing. | wouldn't want them to embarrass themselves due to a lack of 
preparation-" 

"That's enough!" 

The judge slammed his gavel. 


"The defense's request for a postponement of the preliminary hearing is denied. 


Counsel Yamashika, let me make this clear: if you continue to make such remarks during the 
preliminary hearing, it will not reflect well on you." 


"Your advice is duly noted." 
| bowed my head deeply, feigning remorse, though inwardly, | felt anything but. 


"And Prosecutor Horiuchi, you are a prosecutor, a position that demands calm judgment. Do not 
rise to every provocation. Do you understand?" 


"Y-Yes, Your Honor." 

Though he agreed verbally, Horiuchi couldn't seem to tear his furious gaze away from me. 
Apparently satisfied with our responses, Judge Shudo nodded. 

"Then, this court is adjourned." 

He struck the gavel once more. 

As soon as Horiuchi and | were alone in the hallway outside the courtroom, he turned on me. 
"Hmph! Don't get cocky. | was going to grant bail from the beginning." 

"Oh, well, thanks to you, my winning streak for bail requests continues. Much appreciated." 

| tried to sound sincere, but Horiuchi, predictably, just turned redder. 

"Just you wait for tomorrow's hearing! I'll wipe that smug look off your face!" 

Right back at you—or so | wanted to retort, but Horiuchi stormed off before | could get a word in. 


Well, it wasn't as if this was a murder case with irrefutable evidence or witnesses. Horiuchi must 
have anticipated that the bail request would be granted. 


Very well. I'll be sure to make tomorrow's hearing entertaining for him. 


October 22nd, 8:10 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


Coming up with one hundred and thirty thousand dollars on short notice was no easy feat. 

Still, | managed to pay Yukina's bail, complete all the necessary procedures, and by the time | 
returned to my current abode, which also happened to be my law office, the sun had completely 
set. Thankfully, at this hour, there were no more unwelcome visitors trying to break into my 
Office. 


The intercom buzzer rang just as | was taking off my jacket and reaching for the evening 
newspaper. 


It wasn't a phone but an intercom connected to the building's entrance. | picked up the receiver 
on my desk. 


"No solicitors, thanks." 

| hung up with a click, but the insistent buzzing resumed immediately. 
"No religious solicitations either." 

Another click, another round of buzzing. 

"Look, | said no solicitations—" 

"Cut the crap, will you?" 


A disgruntled voice, undoubtedly belonging to someone who didn't fit the description of a 
solicitor, crackled through the receiver. 


"| Knew it was you. | saw you from down here." 
"For a second there, | almost turned around and left." 
"| couldn't possibly inconvenience my dear friend like that. Come on up." 


Exactly thirty seconds later, Eiji Kageno, the private investigator with a perpetually stoic 
expression, stood before me. 


"| swore I'd never owe a lawyer anything ever again." 
"Wise decision. Owing a lawyer favors is nothing but trouble." 
"Coming from you, that's gotta be true." 


"However, before you worry about owing new favors, perhaps you should focus on repaying 
your existing debt. Now, let's have your report." 


"...Fine, fine." 
Kageno plopped down on the client sofa with a sigh, crossing his arms and legs in a display of 
nonchalance that was almost comical. Words like "consideration" and "discretion" were clearly 


not in his vocabulary. 


"Well, for starters, | can confirm that your client, at least on the surface, doesn't seem like the 
kind of person who'd kill anyone." 


He delivered this statement with the most roundabout phrasing imaginable. 

"What did you find out?" 

"| checked out the university she attends and asked around the neighborhood. Her reputation is 
squeaky clean. Every neighbor, young or old, male or female, swears she's innocent. Same 
story at the university; everyone who knows Yukina Misumi insists she'd never hurt a fly." 

| nodded in satisfaction. 

"Just as | thought." 

"_..Easy for you to say." 

"That aside, did you find anyone suspicious?" 


Kageno waved his hand dismissively. 


"Nothing yet. It's still early stages, just basic inquiries, but so far, no one's mentioned seeing 
anyone suspicious." 


"Hmm..." 
| folded my arms, waiting for him to continue. 


Kageno pulled out a cigarette and stuck it in his mouth. 


| immediately hid the ashtray | kept for guests behind my back. 
"Hey." 

Kageno glared at me, lighter poised to ignite his cigarette. 

"No smoking in my office. Now, go on with your report." 

He sighed dramatically and reluctantly put away his cigarette. 


"Not much else to report. A contact of mine in the police force told me they haven't found any 
other potential suspects either. That's all I've got for now." 


Well, it was to be expected for the first day of investigation. 

"Alright, keep at it." 

"You don't have to tell me twice. So, what's the situation on your end?" 
"Bail was granted. The preliminary hearing is scheduled for tomorrow." 
"Wow, talk about sudden developments. So, is your client home now?" 


"No. We went to her place, but I'm putting her up in a hotel tonight, just in case the media's 
watching. 


Speaking of which, she made me dinner when we stopped by her place. It was amazing, 
seriously. I'll have to treat you sometime if she's acquitted." 


My generous offer was met with Kageno's trademark indifference. | knew for a fact that words 
like "gratitude" and "appreciation" were not part of his emotional lexicon. 


"Spare me the lovey-dovey details. Shouldn't you be more worried about the preliminary hearing 
tomorrow?" 


| leaned back on the sofa nonchalantly. 


"| have a pretty good idea who the witnesses will be and how the hearing will play out. It'll be 
fine." 


"Easy for you to say, with all your confidence. You haven't changed a bit, have you?" 


Kageno's gaze turned distant, and | had a feeling | knew what he was thinking. | decided to nip 
that line of thought in the bud. 


"Let's not dredge up the past, for both our sakes." 

Kageno considered my words for a moment before chuckling wryly. 
"You're right. See you tomorrow then." 

"Yeah, see you." 


After Kageno left, | picked up the evening edition and skimmed the news section. There was 
nothing about the recent murder case. 


The morning edition had carried a small article titled "19-Year-Old Woman Arrested on 
Suspicion of Murder" tucked away on a back page, buried behind the TV guide. However, it had 
been a brief piece, devoid of any identifying information about Yukina. With so many violent 
murders happening lately, and with all the troubling news from the Middle East, it seemed that 
readers were more interested in those kinds of stories. 


Yukina's case hadn't attracted much attention yet. But that could change as the trial progressed. 
| couldn't let the media get their claws into this; it would only lead to unnecessary complications 


after the trial. | had to avoid that at all costs. 


"Well, | guess we'll see how tomorrow's hearing goes..." 


Chapter 2: “Desk Breaker” 


October 23rd, 10:00 AM, District Court, Courtroom Number Two 


For some reason, the first day of a murder trial always drew a crowd. Today was no exception; 
the public gallery was already seventy percent full with a mix of men and women, young and 
old. Most of them were probably just curious onlookers with time on their hands, drawn in by the 
sensationalism of a murder case. The sight of a few of Yukina's friends in the gallery was 
reassuring. They wouldn't be directly involved in the trial, but their presence would hopefully 
give Yukina some moral support. 


Yesterday, the jury box had been empty, but today it was filled. Two middle-aged men, another 
who looked a bit younger, maybe in his late twenties or early thirties, and two middle-aged 
women, all dressed for an important occasion. They were complete strangers to each other, 
their faces reflecting a mixture of curiosity and apprehension as they sat stiffly in the unfamiliar 
jury box. 

In American courts, jury selection was a whole production. The prosecution and defense would 
spend days, sometimes even weeks, picking and choosing from a pool of randomly selected 
citizens. Here, the system was still in its infancy, and to expedite the pre-trial proceedings, the 
judge had already chosen the jury. This was the first time we were seeing them, and we were 
forbidden from speaking to them until the judge declared the court in session. 

"Yukina, are you nervous?" 

| whispered to Yukina, who was seated beside me. 

"Y-Yes... A little." 

Her voice and demeanor betrayed her anxiety. It was understandable. 

"Relax. It's going to be alright. You just have to sit there." 

She nodded, but in this situation, telling her to relax was probably asking the impossible. 

"Oh, Yukina, there's something | forgot to tell you." 

"Hm?" 


She looked at me curiously. 


"| didn't mention this, but | have a nickname in court." 


"A nickname...?" 

| couldn't help but chuckle wryly, even though it was at my own expense. 
"Yeah. They call me 'Desk Breaker.” 

"D-Desk Breaker?" 


Her bewildered expression made me chuckle again. It was a ridiculous nickname, no matter 
how many times | heard it. 


Just then, the court clerk announced, 

"All rise for the Honorable Judge Kenta Shudo." 

As one, everyone in the courtroom — Horiuchi, the spectators, the jury, and | — rose to our feet. 
| murmured to Yukina as | stood up. 

"You'll see what | mean soon enough. Here we go." 

The judge entered the courtroom, took his seat, and said, "You may be seated." 


"We will now begin the preliminary hearing for the defendant, Yukina Misumi, on the charge of 
murder. Prosecution, defense, are you ready to proceed?" 


"The prosecution is ready, Your Honor." 

"The defense is ready, Your Honor." 

"Very well. Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may proceed." 
"Thank you, Your Honor." 


Horiuchi stood up and began his opening statement without even glancing at his notes. He was 
a natural performer. 


"The purpose of this hearing is to establish the charges of murder against the defendant, Yukina 
Misumi. | ask that you keep this in mind as we proceed." 


With that, he paused, letting his words sink in as he slowly surveyed the courtroom, his gaze 
lingering on the jury. The man loved to grandstand, but there was no denying that such theatrics 
had their place in the courtroom. It was this understanding of how to play the game that made 
him a formidable opponent, despite his string of losses against me. 


"The victim, Hirosuke Maruo, was found stabbed to death in his apartment by his next-door 
neighbor on October 21st, around 3 PM. 


Let me first state that the victim and the defendant were romantically involved. However, Mr. 
Maruo was also seeing other women. 


On the day of the incident, the defendant encountered Mr. Maruo with another woman and 


proceeded to verbally assault him. This altercation was witnessed by several individuals who 
were in the park at the time." 


Yukina's expression tensed, and | could see her anxiety growing. 

"Furthermore, the victim's next-door neighbor, who was also the first to report the crime, heard 
sounds of a struggle coming from the victim's apartment. When he stepped out to investigate, 
he witnessed the defendant fleeing the scene. Additionally, the defendant's fingerprints were 


found on the kitchen knife identified as the murder weapon. 


As you can see, we have a clear motive and ample evidence to suggest that the defendant 
committed this crime. The defendant's guilt is undeniable—" 


"Prosecutor Horiuchi." 

The judge interrupted. 

"This is a preliminary hearing, not the main trial. While a brief overview of the case is 
acceptable, there is no need for such dramatic pronouncements. Your duty here is not to make 
speeches, but to present evidence and prove the defendant's guilt." 

"My apologies, Your Honor. | seem to have fallen back into old habits." 

Horiuchi said with a disarming smile, though his tone was unapologetic. 

"...Haah..." 

Yukina let out a strange sigh. 


"Don't mind him, Yukina. Shorty always does this." 


"Right..." 


Her expression remained clouded. There was nothing more | could do for her at the moment. 
All | could do was hope that her demeanor wouldn't rub the male jurors the wrong way. 


"Very well. Prosecution, you may call your first witness." 

The judge spoke, and Horiuchi nodded in agreement. 

"Yes, Your Honor. The prosecution calls Detective Inaba to the stand." 

Inaba entered the courtroom, his imposing figure clad in a dark gray suit and brown tie. He'd at 
least made an effort to look presentable, unlike me, who couldn't even be bothered to run a 
comb through his hair on court days. 

As Inaba took his place at the witness stand, the judge addressed him. 

"Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?" 

"| do." 

And so, after the routine oath, Horiuchi's questioning began. 

"Witness, please state your name and occupation for the court." 

Horiuchi started. 

"My name is Ken Inaba. | am a detective with the homicide division." 

"Detective Inaba, you were the lead investigator on this case, correct?" 

"Yes, that is correct." 

"And you were also the one who apprehended the defendant?" 

"That is correct." 

"Can you please tell the court how you came to arrest the defendant on the day of the incident?" 
"Yes. On the day of the incident, | received a call from a Mr. Munenori Kune, the victim's 
next-door neighbor, reporting a possible murder. Upon arriving at the scene, | discovered the 
victim lying dead on the floor, having lost a significant amount of blood from a stab wound to the 


abdomen. A bloodstained kitchen knife was found near the body. Based on these 
observations, | immediately launched a murder investigation. 


Shortly after beginning my investigation, Mr. Kune informed me that he had seen a young 
woman fleeing the victim's apartment. Given the lack of signs of forced entry or ransacking, | 
concluded that the perpetrator was likely someone the victim knew. My initial efforts were 
focused on identifying this young woman." 

"| see. And how did you proceed with your investigation?" 

"We examined the victim's phone records and contacted the most recent number he had called. 
The woman who answered confirmed that she had been with the victim earlier that day. She 
also mentioned that while they were together, they had been confronted by another woman who 
had verbally assaulted the victim." 

"And did you ask her what kind of verbal abuse she directed at the victim?" 

"Objection!" 

| slammed my fist on the table, the sound echoing through the courtroom. As always, the 
spectators flinched, their eyes darting between me and the witness stand, anticipating my next 
move. This was my cue, the perfect opening to dismantle Horiuchi's line of questioning. 

"That question calls for hearsay! The witness is not required to answer!" 

"Objection sustained." The judge nodded curtly. 


"The prosecution will rephrase the question." 


Horiuchi tried to maintain his composure, but the vein throbbing in his temple betrayed his 
annoyance. 


"Detective, regardless of what the woman said, you heard her account. What did you do next?" 
"| felt it was necessary to question the woman who had verbally assaulted the victim, so | asked 
if she knew the victim's address. She said she didn't, but that the victim had a photo of her. | 
searched the victim's belongings and found a photo in a notebook that was in his pocket, along 
with his wallet. The woman's address and phone number were written next to the photo." 

"And this is that notebook?" 

Horiuchi held up a black notebook. 


"Yes, that's the one." 


Horiuchi opened the notebook to a specific page and held it up for the courtroom to see. 


It was a photo of Yukina. 

"And you showed this photo to the neighbor, Mr. Munenori Kune?" 

"Yes. He confirmed that the woman in the photo was the same woman he saw fleeing the 
victim's apartment. | then went to the address listed in the notebook and detained the defendant 


for questioning. After the interrogation, we had enough evidence to formally arrest her." 


"The notebook clearly contains the victim's address written next to the photo. Your Honor, the 
prosecution would like to submit this notebook as Exhibit A." 


| spoke brusquely while remaining seated. 

"No objections." 

"Very well. It will be marked as evidence." 

The judge nodded, and Horiuchi handed the notebook to the court clerk. 

"Detective Inaba, can you describe the defendant's demeanor when you took her into custody?" 


"It's difficult to say objectively, but she seemed agitated, her words and movements were shaky. 
| would say she appeared distressed." 


"Objection!" 
| slammed my hand on the table again, interrupting Inaba's testimony. 


"This witness is not a qualified psychiatrist, merely a detective! His statement that the defendant 
seemed ‘distressed’ is pure speculation and baseless!" 


"Objection sustained." 
The judge ruled. 


"The statement will be stricken from the record. Members of the jury, you are to disregard the 
witness's last statement." 


Horiuchi merely bowed to Inaba, unfazed, as if he had anticipated the objection. 


"Thank you. No further questions." 


Inaba was a seasoned witness, well-prepared by Horiuchi. He stuck to objective facts while 
slipping in subjective observations that painted Yukina in a negative light, knowing full well | 
would object. He was a frustratingly effective witness. 

"Defense counsel, you may cross-examine the witness." 

"Thank you, Your Honor." 

| turned to Yukina and whispered. 


"Watch this." 


| rose slowly, deliberately, trying to exude an air of authority as | approached Inaba. | may not 
have Horiuchi's flair for the dramatic, but | had my own way of commanding attention. 


"Detective Inaba, you went directly to the victim's apartment on the day of the incident, correct?" 
"Yes, that's correct." 

"And then you went to the defendant's home and detained her. Is that right?" 

"Yes." 

"And what did you do next?" 

"Next...? You mean..." 

"| mean exactly that. After you detained the defendant, where did you go?" 

"|... returned to the station." 

"And that was it?" 

"Yes." 


"So, Detective Inaba, you only visited two locations on the day of the incident: the victim's 
apartment and the defendant's home. Am | correct?" 


| didn't miss the subtle tightening of Inaba's jaw. 
"Y-Yes, that would be right..." 


His usual confidence seemed to waver under my questioning. 


"In other words, you identified a potential suspect and went straight to her home without 
conducting a thorough investigation of the crime scene and interviewing potential witnesses in 
the surrounding area. Correct?" 


"Correct?" 
"Yes." 


"Good. Why didn't you conduct a thorough investigation of the crime scene and interview 
potential witnesses before detaining the defendant?" 


"Because... we had a credible suspect." 


"And you consider a woman who allegedly yelled at her boyfriend for cheating on her a 'credible 
suspect'?" 


"Well, that's... However, we had witnesses, and the victim's fingerprints were on the murder 
weapon—" 


| slammed my hand on the table, cutting him off. 

"With all due respect, Detective, | would appreciate it if you would only answer the questions | 
ask. The discovery of the fingerprints on the weapon happened after you detained the 
defendant. My question is, did you or did you not conduct a thorough investigation of the crime 
scene and interview potential witnesses before detaining the defendant?" 

"...No, | did not at that time. But—" 


| slammed my hand on the table again. 


"Yes or no, that's all | need! You did not conduct sufficient inquiries before arresting the 
defendant. Is that correct?" 


"...Yes." 
| nodded, satisfied, ignoring Horiuchi's glare. 


"Now, it is common knowledge that the initial stages of an investigation—what we call the 
preliminary investigation—are crucial in any case. Would you agree with this statement?" 


"_..Well, yes, of course." 


"So, let's go back to this case. You only visited two locations: the crime scene and the 
defendant's home. You also failed to conduct a thorough investigation of the crime scene and 
interview potential witnesses before arresting the defendant. 


Therefore, isn't it possible that you missed other potential suspects, individuals who may have 
been present near the crime scene around the time of the incident?" 


"No, that's—" 

"Objection! Speculative question with no basis in fact! The witness is not required to answer!" 
Horiuchi interjected. 

| turned to the judge. 


"Your Honor, the defense is merely presenting a possible scenario regarding the thoroughness 
of the police investigation. To say it has no basis is simply not true." 


"_..Objection overruled." 


The judge paused for a moment before delivering his decision. Horiuchi shot me a venomous 
look. 


"Thank you, Your Honor. So, Detective Inaba, you admit that there were oversights in the initial 
stages of the investigation?" 


"And that you may have missed other potential suspects?" 
".,.B-But—" 

| slammed my hand on the table one last time, silencing Inaba. 
"No further questions! Thank you, Detective." 


| could practically see Horiuchi fuming. | had successfully introduced reasonable doubt 
regarding the police investigation. 


As | sat in my chair, | shrugged my shoulders at Yukina as if to say, ‘Well, what do you think of 
that?' She returned my gesture with a smile. 


"The next witness is Mr. Munenori Kune, the victim's neighbor, who witnessed the defendant 
fleeing the scene." 


| immediately slammed my hand on the table. 


"Objection! There is no evidence to suggest that the person Mr. Kune saw fleeing was the 
defendant!" 


"Well... that's true." 
The judge's words were met with a frustrated click of Horiuchi's tongue. 


"The next witness is Mr. Munenori Kune, who saw a person 'resembling' the defendant running 
away!" 


| slammed my hand on the table again. 


"Objection! The prosecution is intentionally trying to link the defendant with the person who fled 
the scene! If you're calling a witness, please just call their name!" 


"Objection sustained." 
Horiuchi clicked his tongue in frustration. 
"The next witness is Mr. Munenori Kune!" 


The ridiculousness of the situation earned a few chuckles from the gallery and jury, causing 
Horiuchi's face to contort into a grimace. 


The man who stood at the witness stand and took the oath was a lanky man in his thirties. 
"Your name is Munenori Kune, correct?" 

"Y-Yes, that's correct." 

He stammered, clearly uncomfortable in the spotlight. 

"And what do you do for a living?" 

"I-I work for the electric company. I-| maintain the utility poles." 

His thin frame and long face did bear a strange resemblance to a utility pole. 


"On the afternoon of October 21st, at approximately 3 PM, you were at your residence, next 
door to Mr. Hirosuke Maruo's apartment, correct?" 


"Y-Yes." 

"Please tell us what you witnessed at that time." 

"...R-Right. Err, around 3 PM that day, | was in my apartment. I-I believe | was watching 
television when | suddenly heard angry shouting and sounds of a struggle coming from the 
apartment next door." 


"What kind of shouting?" 


"Uh, well, it was a man's voice yelling things like, 'What are you doing?’ and ‘Stop it!" I-I could 
hear a woman's voice too, but I-| couldn't make out what she was saying." 


"| see. And what did you do after hearing this?" 

"W-Well, it suddenly went quiet after a while, so | thought something... something might have 
happened. | went out into the hallway. A-And then | saw the door to Mr. Maruo's apartment 
open, and a woman with long hair came out. S-She immediately ran away." 

"Is that woman present in this courtroom?" 

"Y-Yes." 

"Please point her out." 

"Y-Yes. It's the woman sitting over there." 

The utility pole, | mean, Mr. Kune, pointed at Yukina sitting next to me. 

Every eye in the courtroom turned to Yukina, and | saw her shrink back in her seat. 
"Thank you, Mr. Kune. No further questions." 

Horiuchi declared, a smug look on his face. 

"Very well. Defense counsel, you may cross-examine the witness." 

| leaned over to Yukina and whispered. 

"Watch this. What the utility pole saw doesn't hold water as evidence." 


| stood up to begin the cross-examination. 


"Mr. Utility Po... | mean, Mr. Kune." 


"Y-Yes?" 


| didn't care how nervous he was, but | wondered if he could speak without stammering at every 
word. 


"Let's clarify a few things. You testified that you left your apartment after the sounds of a 
struggle from next door ceased, correct?" 


"Y-Yes, that's right." 


"And how much time elapsed between the moment the sounds stopped and the moment you left 
your apartment?" 


"W-Well, let me see... | don't think it was more than twenty seconds..." 


"| see. Now, regarding the woman you saw fleeing the victim's apartment, did you notice any 
distinguishing features?" 


"W-Well, yes. For starters, she had long hair." 

"Anything else? Did you notice any bloodstains on her, for instance?" 
"N-No, | don't recall seeing anything like that..." 

"On her arms or hands?" 

"N-No." 


"Are you certain? Bloodstains, especially if they were red, would be quite noticeable, wouldn't 
they? You didn't see any?" 


"Objection! The witness has already answered the question!" 
"Objection sustained." 


"Stop your whining, you shorty prosecutor,” | muttered under my breath, making sure only | 
could hear. 


"Now, one more question. In relation to the victim's apartment, was your apartment located to 
the left or right?" 


"E-Err... to the left." 


"| see. And in which direction did the woman run after leaving the victim's apartment? Did she 
run left or right?" 


"Uh, well... to the right." 

"That makes sense, considering your description of her fleeing. Now, this raises an interesting 
question. Did you actually see the woman's face? Did she turn to look at you even once while 
she was running away?" 

"W-Well, uh..." 

"A simple 'yes' or 'no' will suffice." 

"N-No." 


| slammed my hand on the table, feigning surprise. 


"What? You didn't see her face? And yet, you claim with certainty that the person running away 
was the defendant! How is that possible? Please enlighten everyone present in this courtroom!" 


"W-Well, uh... that is..." 


The utility pole stammered, clearly flustered. | pressed on, not giving him a chance to collect 
himself. 


"You were shown a photograph of the defendant by Detective Inaba, correct? What kind of 
photograph was it?" 


"W-Well, it was just a regular snapshot, | guess." 
"| see. And did this photograph show the back of the defendant's head?" 
"N-No, it didn't." 


"So you testified that the woman in the photo was the same woman you saw running away, 
even though you didn't see the fleeing woman's face! How is that even remotely possible?" 


Visibly shaken, the utility pole stammered, 
"W-well... that's... Oh, right! She had long hair, didn't she? So..." 
"Yes, she does have beautiful long hair. However, if someone with a similar build to the 


defendant wore a wig styled like hers and dressed similarly, could you definitively say that the 
person running away wasn't someone else, based solely on their back?" 


"Objection! This is a hypothetical—" 
| cut him off before he could finish, turning to the judge. 


"Your Honor, the defense is simply presenting a plausible alternative scenario and questioning 
the credibility of the witness's testimony." 


"Objection overruled. The witness will answer the question." 

Horiuchi shot me a death glare. If only we weren't in court, I'd snickered back at him. 
"Go ahead, Mr. Kune." 

"N-No. But..." 

"Just a 'yes' or ‘no’ will do!" 

"N-No." 

"Thank you. No further questions." 


| announced, returning to my seat. Under the table, | flashed a thumbs-up at Yukina, who 
returned a small smile and a peace sign. 


October 23rd, 12:41 PM, Courthouse Underground Parking Lot 

"That went well today." 

| said to Yukina as | started the car engine. 

Court had adjourned for the day until tomorrow at 10 AM, and we were finally free to leave. 
"You were amazing, Mr. Zenko! | felt like | was watching a courtroom drama!" 


Yukina exclaimed, her usual cheerful demeanor finally returning. It was good to see her spirits 
lifted. 


"Well, facing Prosecutor Horiuchi only makes it easier." 
| shrugged my shoulders. 


"What are we doing now? Are you hungry? | can make us something to eat." 


"| appreciate the offer, but there's somewhere | need to stop by first. Is that okay?" 

Yukina looked at me curiously. 

"Yeah, sure. Where are we going?" 

"The airport." 

Her eyes widened in realization. 

"That's right, your father should be landing soon." 

"Father is coming..." 

She murmured, her expression unreadable. 

"We already talked about this yesterday, remember?" 

"Yeah..." she replied softly. 

October 23rd, 1:03 PM, Airport Arrivals 

"Father..." 

Even though they'd just seen each other two days ago, and despite her initial resistance, seeing 
a familiar face, especially her only living relative, seemed to put Yukina at ease. Tears welled up 
in her eyes. 

"Yukina... You've been through a lot." 

She rushed into her father's arms. He gently patted her back as she clung to him. It was a 
touching scene, almost too sentimental for my liking. Feeling a bit awkward, | couldn't help but 
let my gaze wander around the airport. 

| was relieved to find that there weren't many people around. Maybe | was just a cynic. 

"Mr. Yamashika, how can | ever thank you?" 

Yukina's father - whose name was, | believe, Touya Misumi - said, turning to me. 


"Don't worry about it. | couldn't bear the thought of Yukina's cooking going to waste." 


Mr. Touya chuckled dryly, his face etched with worry. 


"More importantly, given the situation, I'd appreciate it if you could let Yukina stay with you for a 
while." 


"Of course, that's no problem at all." 

"How long will you be in Japan?" 

"| can't possibly go to work with my daughter in this situation, don't you think, Yukina?" 

He said, gently stroking her hair. 

"F-Father, stop it. I'm not a child anymore..." 

"Don't say that. You'll always be my little girl, no matter how many years pass." 

Yukina looked embarrassed, but | could tell she was happy to have her father there. If it were 
anyone other than the Misumis, | would have rolled my eyes at such a cheesy display of 


affection. 


"Well then, | should be going. | have to prepare for tomorrow's hearing. Please be at the 
courthouse by 9:30 AM." 


"Mr. Zenko, you're leaving already?" 

"Yes, the rest is up to me, the lawyer. You should get some rest tonight." 
"Yamashika, | truly appreciate everything you're doing. Once this is all over—" 
| cut him off, waving my hand dismissively. 


"Don't mention it. I'm not good with mushy stuff or being indebted to people. See you at the 
courthouse tomorrow." 


".Alright. See you tomorrow." 
"See you, Mr. Zenko." 


| wasn't about to intrude on their family reunion any longer, no matter how much | craved 
Yukina's cooking. With that, | quickly excused myself and left the airport. 


October 23rd, 5:55 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


The little devil with an angelic facade wearing a blazer and holding a school bag, showed up at 
my office just as the clock struck 5:55 PM. 


"Hey there! How's it going?" 
"Go home." 


Waiting for a report from Kageno, | had my feet propped up on the surface, a clear violation of 
any semblance of professional decorum. 


"Aw, come on, that's mean! The least you could do is be nice to the beautiful girl who graces 
you with her presence every day." 


"...And who, pray tell, is this ‘beautiful girl'?" 

Satsuki puffed out her nonexistent chest and declared, 

"Me, duh!" 

"Hey, stop that! Don't you dare sigh and shake your head in silence!" 


"Fine, fine. You can stay. Read Lenin, Hitler, whatever tickles your fancy. Just try not to cause 
any trouble while I'm trying to work on this case." 


"Case? You mean that trial?" 

| nodded. 

"Ugh, boring! Who cares about some stuffy capitalist trial? But fine, | guess it's more interesting 
than my useless classes. Maybe I'll even grace the courtroom with my presence and offer some 
‘assistance. 

"Don't you dare. You are absolutely not allowed to come anywhere near that courtroom." 


"...Boo~" 


Ignoring her dramatics, | went back to my work. Satsuki, defeated for now, eventually grabbed a 
thick book and began reading, her earlier enthusiasm forgotten. 


Ten minutes later, my second visitor of the day arrived. 
"That was quite a performance in court today." 


Those were Kageno's first words as he settled onto the client sofa. 


"..You were there?" 


| placed a cup of green tea in front of Kageno and then in front of Satsuki as well, a sign of my 
impeccable hospitality. 


"You should be more aware of your surroundings. | was sitting in the corner of the gallery." 
Kageno took a sip of the tea without a word of thanks, but then he winced and shot me a glare. 
"What, you don't like my two-day-old tea?" 

"...Sigh. | can't believe | drank that without a second thought." 

"Well, that's your fault, isn't it?" 

Satsuki chimed in, not even bothering to touch the tea | had served her. 

"You can't trust anything this conman offers you! It's probably poisoned!" 


A heavy silence fell over the room. Kageno, his face uncharacteristically serious, finally broke 
the silence. 


"...You didn't really put poison in it, did you" 
"Of course not!" 


...| needed to calm down. Being a lawyer required composure, and here | was, getting riled up 
over a little joke. 


"Still, | had no idea you were even there. That's so you, Kageno, not standing out at all." 
"You could have at least said | was ‘like a shadow,’ living up to my name 'Kageno’." 
He retorted, slightly annoyed. 


"That's so lame!" 


Satsuki's innocent yet brutal comment hung in the air, followed only by the sound of us sipping 
our tea. 


"Anyway." 

Kageno said, seemingly having regained his composure. 

"If you keep this up, | have no doubt you can get her acquitted." 
"Of course she'll be acquitted." 

| said matter-of-factly. 


"The real problem is what happens after that. It's one thing to dismantle the prosecution's case 
and secure a not-guilty verdict, but that doesn't mean Yukina is completely in the clear." 


"...¥ou mean the media frenzy?" 
| nodded. 


"That's part of it. But the real danger lies in the possibility of a civil suit. If Maruo's family decides 
to sue Yukina for damages, things could get messy." 


Satsuki, putting down her book, looked up with a puzzled expression. 

"What do you mean? | thought once you're acquitted in a criminal trial, it's over?" 

"Well, it's true that once you're acquitted in a criminal court, you can't be tried for the same crime 
again. However, if there's still a shadow of doubt about your innocence, the victim's family can 
file a civil suit for damages. And trust me, those can be even worse than criminal trials." 

"Why is that?" 

| grinned mischievously at her question. 

"Want to hear me throw around some more legal jargon?" 

Satsuki and Kageno exchanged glances. Finally, he spoke up. 


"Fine, enlighten us." 


| leaned back on the sofa, getting comfortable. 


"In a criminal trial, the burden of proof lies entirely on the prosecution. They have to present 
enough evidence and witness testimony to convince the judge or jury that the defendant is guilty 
beyond a reasonable doubt. The defense, on the other hand, doesn't necessarily have to prove 
their client's innocence. They just need to poke holes in the prosecution's case. That's why we 
have preliminary hearings like the one today, to weed out weak cases. 


This system is designed to favor the defendant, based on the principle of ‘innocent until proven 
guilty.’ Make sense so far?" 


Satsuki nodded, while Kageno remained silent. 

| wasn't entirely sure he was following, but | continued nonetheless. 

"However, things are different in a civil lawsuit. It's basically one citizen against another, 
meaning both the plaintiff and the defendant are on equal footing. They both have to present 
their case and evidence, and whoever has the stronger argument wins. The judge or jury then 


decides whether the plaintiffs claims are valid, and if so, the defendant has to pay damages." 


"So you're saying that the defendant has a different burden of proof in a civil trial than in a 
criminal trial?" 


...sometimes, Satsuki's sharp mind surprised me. 

Even Kageno, who had been unusually quiet, seemed highly doubtful that she would even 
understand my explanation, yet there she was throwing around terms like "burden of proof" that 
an ordinary person wouldn't use. Maybe there was more to her than met the eye, despite her 
penchant for thick books and dramatic pronouncements. 

"Exactly. Even if we win Yukina's case in criminal court, if there's even a sliver of doubt about 
her innocence, Maruo's family could easily turn around and file a civil suit against her. It 
happens more often than you'd think — people winning criminal cases but losing civil ones. And 


in Yukina's case, she doesn't have an alibi for the time of the murder." 


"| see. So, finding the real killer isn't just about proving her innocence, it's about protecting her 
from future legal battles as well." 


Kageno seemed to have grasped it this time. 
"Precisely. Now then, shall we get down to business?" 
| addressed Kageno, however, 


"| hate to say it, but things aren't looking good." 


He shook his head. 

"| spent all day questioning people around the victim's apartment building, but it seems like most 
of the residents are single and keep to themselves. Their schedules are all over the place, and 
nobody seems to know their neighbors very well. | couldn't find a single witness to the murder, 


let alone anyone with any useful information." 


This was troubling. Kageno, despite his gruff demeanor, was a competent detective. If he was 
having this much trouble finding leads, perhaps there really weren't any witnesses left? 


"What about the victim's... Maruo's next-door neighbor?" 
"Munenori Kune?" 


"No, not him. The one on the opposite side. There are neighbors on both sides, right? Didn't 
they hear anything like an argument?" 


He shrugged his shoulders. 


"| already checked. He claims he didn't hear or see anything unusual. Apparently, he's out at 
work all day, every day." 


Dead end after dead end. This case was proving to be more challenging than | initially thought. 
"... Alright. Just keep digging, something's bound to turn up." 

Kageno simply nodded, his arms still crossed. 

"By the way, how's your client holding up?" 


"Yukina's father flew in from the States today. | figured she'd be better off at home with family, 
especially since the media hasn't caught wind of her connection to the case yet." 


"Her father? What was his name again... Touya Misumi?" 


"Yeah. He was on assignment in America, but | called him as soon as | realized how serious 
things were." 


"Aw, how sweet of you, looking out for your client's family and all~" 
Satsuki looked at me with a mischievous grin on her lips. 


"...[s that a problem?" 


| shot her a glare. 
"| just wish | could have had a decent cup of tea." 
Kageno grumbled, holding up his cup. 


It seemed he was still holding a grudge about the tea. Honestly, the man could be so childish 
sometimes. 


Chapter 3: Nitpicks, Fabrications and Sweet- Talking 


October 24th, 10:00 AM, Local District Court, Courtroom No. 2. 


The gallery was slightly less crowded today than yesterday. Whether that was a good or bad 
sign remained to be seen, but the presence of Yukina’s father was definitely a point in our favor. 


However, at first glance, | couldn't spot Kageno anywhere. Was he tucked away in a corner 
somewhere, or had he simply not arrived yet? Not that it really mattered to the proceedings, but 
still... 


There was one rather peculiar thing, though. 

It was 10:00 AM on a weekday, so why was a certain uniformed little devil sitting in the corner of 
the gallery, grinning at me and waving without a care in the world, seemingly oblivious to the 
bewildered stares from those around her? 

...| decided to pretend | hadn't noticed her. 


“All rise for the Honorable Judge Shudo!” 


At the bailiffs call, | quickly pushed Satsuki out of my mind and rose to my feet. The judge 
entered the courtroom shortly after and declared the proceedings to be back in session. 


“The first witness for today will be Dr. Katsunari Eboshi, who conducted the autopsy of the 
victim.” 


Announced Prosecutor Horiuchi, his tone clipped and sharp. Perhaps he was still smarting from 
my dismantling of his witness yesterday. Little did he know, an emotional prosecutor was easy 


prey. 


A man who appeared to be in his late fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a stocky build, 
entered the courtroom. His hair was cropped close to his head, and his most striking feature 
was his remarkably pale complexion. 


| recognized him. He was a forensic pathologist who often conducted autopsies at the 
prosecution’s request. l’d seen him testify in several criminal trials I’d been involved in over the 


years. 


For simplicity’s sake, | usually referred to him as “White Piggy.” 


After he was sworn in and his extensive credentials as a forensic pathologist were presented — 
credentials that were undeniably impressive — Prosecutor Horiuchi began his direct 
examination. 


“Dr. Eboshi, you performed the autopsy on Mr. Hirosuke Maruo, correct?” 

“Yeh, that is correct.” 

His voice was deep and resonant, matching his physique. However, for some reason, White 
Piggy had this strange habit of saying “yeh” instead of “yes”. He seemed to think he was saying 
it correctly, but to everyone else, it sounded distinctly like “yeh.” And it wasn't as if he had 


trouble pronouncing the "s" sound in other words. 


It didn't affect the content of his testimony, but there was something undeniably disconcerting 
about hearing a grown man in his fifties say “yeh.” 


“Please tell us the results of the autopsy.” 

“The victim was stabbed with a sharp blade in the upper abdomen, with the wound extending 
upwards for nearly fifteen centimeters. The blade reached the vicinity of the heart, and the 
cause of death was determined to be hemorrhagic shock due to massive internal and external 
bleeding. It is safe to say that the victim died almost instantly. Based on the state of blood 
coagulation, the estimated time of death is around 3:00 PM on the day of the incident.” 


“| see. Dr. Eboshi, do you recognize this kitchen knife?” 


Horiuchi held up a plastic evidence bag containing a kitchen knife. A significant portion of the 
blade was stained reddish-black, presumably with blood. 


“Yeh, that is the knife that was provided to me by the police as the potential murder weapon.” 


“Yesterday, Detective Inaba testified that this knife was found next to the victim. Did you 
investigate the connection between this knife and the victim, Mr. Hirosuke Maruo?” 


“Yeh, | did.” 

“Please tell us about your findings.” 

“First, regarding the blood on the knife, it was determined to be type AB, the same as the 
victim’s. Currently, DNA testing is being conducted, and it is expected to confirm that the blood 


on the knife belongs to the victim.” 


"Objection. That is merely speculation at this point." 


| interjected, rapping my knuckles on the table for good measure. 
“Sustained. Witness, please stick to the facts.” 

“Ah, my apologies.” 

The objection was sustained, but it wouldn't change the course of the trial. 


“Dr. Eboshi, based on the circumstances, do you believe that this knife was the murder weapon 
used to kill the victim?” 


“Yeh, | must add that this is my personal opinion, but based on the evidence, | have no doubt 
that this is the knife used to stab the victim.” 


Horiuchi nodded in satisfaction at White Piggy’s statement. 

“Doctor, is it possible to obtain fingerprints from a blood-soaked knife?” 

“It depends on the circumstances, but it is not impossible. In fact, as you can see, this knife has 
portions on the handle that are not stained with blood. It was quite simple to lift several 
fingerprints from there." 

“Were you able to identify the owner of those fingerprints?” 

“Yeh, we were.” 

“Please tell the court.” 

“Yeh, the fingerprints match those of the defendant.” 

Horiuchi bowed slightly, a smug look on his face. 

“Thank you for your time, Dr. Eboshi. No further questions. 

Your Honor, the prosecution would like to submit this knife as Exhibit B.” 
“Very well, it shall be admitted into evidence.” 

The judge signaled to the bailiff, who took the knife from Horiuchi. 


“Defense counsel, you may cross-examine the witness.” 


| rose from my seat immediately and launched into my cross-examination. 


“Now then, White Pi — er, Dr. Eboshi, let me ask you this: in a case like this, where the victim is 
stabbed directly with a knife, wouldn't the attacker be covered in blood splatter?” 


“Well, yeh, that would be expected.” 

“And how much blood are we talking about?” 

“A... significant amount, | would say.” 

“Enough to make them stand out if they were to walk around outside?” 
“Objection! Leading the witness!” 

Damn him. 

“Your Honor, leading questions are permitted during cross-examination!” 


“The defense counsel is correct. Objection overruled. Prosecutor Horiuchi, you should know 
better.” 


Horiuchi dipped his head in acknowledgment of the judge’s reprimand, but | could tell he wasn’t 
truly remorseful. He’d done it on purpose, | was sure of it. 


Leading questions were a way to subtly plant ideas in the minds of the jury. Even if an objection 
was raised, the seed of doubt had already been sown. However, if the witness realized they 
were being led, it could lessen the effectiveness of the tactic. This was a common tactic 
employed by Horiuchi during trials — or rather, it was just plain harassment. 


| shook my head, feigning exasperation. 


“Let me rephrase the question. In any case, you agree that the attacker would have a significant 
amount of blood on them, correct?” 


“Yeh, that's accurate.” 


“Therefore, it stands to reason that if someone with that much blood on them were to walk 
around outside, they would attract attention. Wouldn’t you agree?” 


“Well... yeh, | suppose so.” 


His hesitation was telling. 


“However, the witness who claims to have seen someone resembling the defendant fleeing the 
victim's apartment testified that this individual had no visible bloodstains on them. How do you 
explain that?” 


Dr. Eboshi paused for a moment before answering. 


“... here are ways to conceal bloodstains. They could have washed themselves, or changed 
clothes...” 


“But the witness testified that no more than twenty seconds passed between the time the 
sounds of struggle ceased in the adjacent apartment and the moment they saw the presumed 
perpetrator leaving the victim's apartment. That doesn’t seem like enough time to change 
clothes or wash off bloodstains, does it?” 


Doctor White Piggy hesitated again before replying. 


“Perhaps... perhaps they were wearing a raincoat or gloves to protect themselves while holding 
the murder weapon. If that were the case, even if they were splattered with blood, it would be 
relatively easy to...” 


| tilted my head, feigning confusion. 


“But that doesn’t make sense, does it? After all, the defendant’s fingerprints were found on the 
suspected murder weapon, were they not?” 


“Uh... yeh, that’s correct.” 


White Piggy, or rather Dr. Eboshi, seemed to realize what | was getting at and started fidgeting 
nervously. His unease spread to the gallery, and the murmur from the audience grew slightly 
louder. 


"The prosecution claims that the defendant's fingerprints were found on the presumed murder 
weapon, implying that she held the knife directly. This means her hands weren't covered with 
anything like vinyl or a plastic bag. And you just stated that the person who stabbed the victim 
would have been showered with a significant amount of blood splatter. 


However, the witness who claims to have seen someone resembling the defendant fleeing the 
victim's apartment testified that this individual had no visible bloodstains. While it's true that the 
witness only saw the person from behind, wouldn't someone covered in blood attract attention if 
they were walking around outside?" 


"W-Well, that is..." 


This time, there was no mistaking his flustered demeanor. 


There's nothing easier to handle than a flustered witness. | slammed my hand on the table for 
emphasis, letting the sound reverberate through the courtroom, and continued my line of 
questioning. 


"Why is that? There's a clear contradiction here, isn't there? One of the testimonies has to be a 
lie, wouldn't you agree?" 


"|-l was merely presenting the objective data—" 

| cut him off with another sharp rap of my hand on the table. 

"No further questions!" 

Dr. White Piggy pulled out a handkerchief and began mopping his brow. The courtroom was 
kept at a comfortable temperature, so maybe his excessive sweating was due to all that fat in 
his body. 


Prosecutor Horiuchi stood up. 


"Your Honor, the cross-examination has raised some questions that require further clarification. | 
request permission to re-examine Dr. Eboshi." 


"Is this important?" 

"Yes, Your Honor, it is of utmost importance." 

Easy for him to say, of course. 

"...Very well, you may proceed." 

Horiuchi bowed slightly before turning back to the witness stand. 
This judge seemed to dislike wasting time on repeated questioning. 


"Dr. Eboshi, you mentioned that the defendant's fingerprints were found on the knife presented 
as evidence. Were those the only fingerprints found on the weapon?" 


As if suddenly remembering something, the doctor's eyes widened. 
"Ah, no. There was another set of fingerprints." 


"And whose fingerprints were those?" 


"The victim's." 


"So, the fingerprints of both the defendant, Ms. Yukina Misumi, and the victim, Mr. Hirosuke 
Maruo, were found on the knife." 


"Right, that is correct." 
Horiuchi nodded curtly, then turned to address the jury. 


"This means that the knife belonged to the victim, Mr. Hirosuke Maruo. Therefore, isn't it only 
natural for the defendant, who was also his lover, to have her fingerprints on it?" 


"Objection!" 
| slammed my fist on the table, the sound echoing through the courtroom. 
"Prosecutor Horiuchi, you are leading the witness!" 


"Sustained. Prosecutor Horiuchi, rephrase your question. And members of the jury, please 
disregard the prosecutor's last statement." 


Ignoring the judge's reprimand, Horiuchi continued his line of questioning. 

"Dr. Eboshi, the defense pointed out a contradiction between the lack of bloodstains on the 
perpetrator and the presence of the defendant's fingerprints on the knife. What are your 
thoughts on this?" 

White Piggy seemed to regain his composure as he answered. 

"Well, there's a simple explanation for that. The defendant could have covered herself with a 
plastic sheet or something similar to avoid getting blood on herself while stabbing the victim with 
a knife from his own apartment, a knife she had likely used before. After the act, she could have 
easily disposed of the blood-soaked covering while making her escape..." 

"Objection, Your Honor!" 

The judge, however, shook his head. 

"I'm afraid | must overrule the objection." 


Tsk. 


| clicked my tongue and stood up from the defense table, approaching the judge. | couldn't back 
down now. 


"Your Honor, may | have a word?" 


The judge frowned slightly at my approach. Apparently, not many judges enjoy having their 
deliberations interrupted. 


"Very well. Prosecutor Horiuchi, come here as well. Stenographer, please pause the record." 


Horiuchi also approached the judge's bench at that, and the stenographer stopped taking notes. 
Seizing the opportunity, | lowered my tone slightly and said. 


"Your Honor, if you say that you are considering the possibility of the current testimony, then we 
must consider a wide variety of possibilities for this case. | request that the previous testimony 
be deleted from the record." 


When | finished speaking, Horiuchi waved his hand exaggeratedly and opened his mouth. 


"Your Honor, that's not the case. While there are certainly various possibilities, we have merely 
presented one of the most reasonable explanations." 


After listening to Horiuchi's nonsense, the judge thought for a moment before saying. 

"| will overrule your objection. | also believe that the current testimony is grounded." 

Tsk. 

| clicked my tongue in frustration. Horiuchi was practically gloating on the inside, | could tell. 
"Please continue. Everyone, return to your seats. Stenographer, you may resume recording." 
As | returned to my seat, | addressed the judge once more. 


"Your Honor, since the prosecution has been allowed to re-examine the witness, | believe the 
defense is entitled to a re-cross-examination." 


"Of course. Does the defense wish to re-cross-examine the witness?" 
"Yes, Your Honor." 
"Very well, proceed." 


| turned to face the witness. 


"Dr. Eboshi, you presented a possible scenario just now. Do you believe it to be a plausible 
one?" 


"Yeh, | do." 

He replied confidently, back to his smug self. 

"Then wouldn't it also be plausible that someone other than the defendant entered the victim's 
apartment, covered themselves to avoid getting splattered with blood, and then stabbed the 
victim-" 


"Objection, Your Honor!" 


Horiuchi immediately shot up to object, realizing where | was going with this. | ignored him and 
pressed on, raising my voice slightly. 


"Naturally, in that case, the perpetrator's fingerprints wouldn't be on the knife. However, as you 
mentioned earlier, the knife bears the fingerprints of both the victim and the defendant, correct?" 


"Your Honor—" 

Horiuchi attempted to interject again, but the judge silenced him with a tired wave of his hand. 
"As before, | find the defense counsel's line of questioning to be valid. Objection overruled." 

| could see Horiuchi's face turning red with anger. 

"No further questions." 

"The next witness is Ms. Yuko Okubo!" 

Horiuchi announced, his voice still laced with irritation. 

The name meant nothing to me. 


But when Yukina gasped upon seeing the witness enter the courtroom, | immediately 
understood who she was. 


She was a young woman, around Yukina's age and build, but with short hair that gave her a 
more energetic, perhaps even tomboyish, air. She didn't seem nervous, but there was a certain 


aloofness about her, a coldness that was hard to miss. 


"Your occupation?" 


"I'm a freelancer." 

Her voice was firm and clear. There was a curtness to it, however, a hint of defiance. 

"Very well. Please tell the court about your relationship with the victim, Mr. Hirosuke Maruo." 
"We were lovers." 

The words, uttered without hesitation, caused a murmur to ripple through the gallery. 

"You were also his lover? Our investigation revealed that the defendant was his lover as well." 
"| heard he was quite the playboy." 

Her words caused another stir among the spectators. 

| saw Yukina bite her lip and lower her head. 


This wasn't good. If we let the prosecution control the narrative, it would be disastrous for 
Yukina. | leaned towards her and whispered, 


"Don't let him get to you, Yukina. He's just trying to provoke you and make you look bad in front 
of the jury." 


"Okay..." 

Right now, all | could do was trust her. 

Horiuchi continued his questioning. 

"So, you admit to having a relationship with the victim?" 

"Yes. I've even stayed overnight at his place." 

The gallery erupted in murmurs once again. This time, the judge himself had to call for order. 
Once the courtroom fell silent, Horiuchi continued. 

"So, you admit to having a sexual relationship with the victim?" 

Here it comes. | banged on the desk. 


"Objection! This line of questioning is completely irrelevant to the case!" 


"Objection sustained. Stenographer, please strike the prosecutor's last statement from the 
record. Members of the jury, you are to disregard the prosecutor's previous remark." 


Undeterred by the judge's reprimand, Horiuchi continued his questioning with an air of 
nonchalance. 


"Were you with the victim on the day of the incident?" 

"Yes. We were on a date at the park." 

"And what time was this?" 

"It was before lunch, so probably from noon to a little past one." 
"A rather short date, wasn't it?" 

"Yes, there was a bit of an incident." 

"Oh? And what was that?" 


"Another woman showed up in front of us and suddenly shouted at Hirosuke, 'l wish you were 
dead!" 


She emphasized the phrase "I wish you were dead" with a theatrical flourish. What an irritating 
witness. 


"Is the woman who shouted that present in this courtroom?" 

"She's sitting right there." 

With a cold stare, Ms. Okubo pointed directly at Yukina. 

| could see Yukina stiffen in her seat. 

"Are you certain?" 

"Yes, | am. | saw her face clearly. It was definitely the woman sitting over there." 


Okubo's gaze intensified, piercing Yukina with its icy glare. Unable to bear the scrutiny any 
longer, Yukina averted her eyes and lowered her head. 


As her defense attorney, | wanted to glare back at the witness and demand, "So what?" 
... However, considering Yukina was still a young woman, barely twenty years old, perhaps this 
display of vulnerability could work in our favor, garnering some sympathy from the jury. 


"How did the defendant react at that moment?" 


"She seemed flustered. After shouting 'l wish you were dead!' she started to approach us 
menacingly, but then she suddenly changed her mind and ran away." 


"| see. And what did you and Mr. Maruo do after that?" 


"Well, | wasn't bothered, knowing Hirosuke's personality, but it seemed to have dampened his 
mood. He said he wanted to go home and we left soon after." 


"Thank you, no further questions." 
"Very well. Defense counsel, you may proceed." 
"Yes, Your Honor." 


| stood up slowly, deliberately trying to project an aura of authority towards the witness. This was 
another crucial moment, a battle of wills. 


As if sensing my intent, Ms. Okubo stiffened, her expression guarded. 
"Excuse me, Ms. Okubo. Please try to relax. It's difficult to question you when you're so tense." 


Truth be told, she didn't seem particularly tense, but | exaggerated my movements, shrugging 
again for emphasis, hoping to project that impression to the jury. 


"Well then, to make things easier for you, let me start with a simple question. 

Tell me, Ms. Okubo, do you enjoy sports?" 

"...To some extent." 

"What kind of sports do you like?" 

"Anything that involves physical activity." 

It was a strange question to ask, but she answered readily enough after a moment of hesitation. 
"| see. What about watching sports?" 


"_..Boxing or K-1, | suppose." 


"Yes, yes, that's the spirit. See? There's no need to be so stiff." 
| allowed myself a small, inward smirk. 


This was going even better than expected. If there was a God, | could thank him later for this 
opportunity. 


"Your Honor, please instruct the defense counsel to get to the point!" 
Horiuchi interjected, his voice laced with irritation. 
"Indeed, counsel. Please move on to the relevant questions." 


| nodded in acknowledgment. Ms. Okubo, however, remained as guarded as ever. Not that it 
mattered much at this point. 


"Now then, Ms. Okubo. Don't you think it's possible for a woman to blurt out 'l wish you were 
dead!’ in a moment of extreme emotional distress?" 


"...No." 

She answered after a brief pause. 

"| see. Now, you are aware that lying under oath is a crime known as perjury, correct?" 
"Objection! There's no need to lecture the witness on the law!" 

"Sustained." 


"Very well. Ms. Okubo, besides the victim, Mr. Maruo, have you been romantically involved with 
anyone else?" 


"Objection! This is irrelevant to the case!" 
Horiuchi shouted. He was getting quite loud. | turned to the judge. 
"Your Honor, | believe this line of questioning is crucial to establish the credibility of the witness." 


"...Very well. Objection overruled. However, counsel, if | deem your line of questioning to be 
irrelevant, | will strike the question and answer from the record. Proceed with caution." 


"Thank you, Your Honor. Now then, Ms. Okubo, would you please answer the question?" 


- 
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"...¥es, but what does that have to do with anything?" 


"So, you're saying that you have never, under any circumstances, told a man you were involved 
with, 'l wish you were dead!’ or anything of that nature? A simple yes or no will suffice." 


",..No." 


"Are you absolutely sure? We could always call every man you've ever been involved with to the 
stand..." 


"Objection! Your Honor, the defense counsel is badgering the witness!" 
"Sustained." 
| bowed respectfully. Horiuchi was being incredibly bothersome today. 


"Let me rephrase the question then. Have you ever heard anyone, anyone at all, say the words, 
‘| wish you were dead!’ or something similar?" 


This time, she remained silent. 

"...1 don't recall. Except for the defendant sitting over there." 
"Are you certain? Not a single other person?" 

"Objection! The witness has already answered the question!" 
"Sustained." 


"Let me rephrase. Have you ever heard the phrase 'I'm gonna kill the champion!" uttered in a 
serious tone?" 


"...¥ou mean like trash talk in boxing?" 
"No further questions." 


A wave of stifled laughter rippled through the gallery. The witness grimaced, realizing her 
mistake, while Prosecutor Horiuchi clenched his jaw. 


"You're amazing, Mr. Zenko..." 
Yukina whispered, her voice filled with admiration, as | returned to my seat. 


"People like her are easy to manipulate if you keep them talking in circles." 


As | sat down, something caught my eye. 
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| had felt someone's gaze on me, and instinctively turned towards the gallery. 

There, in the third row from the front, sitting at the far left end, was Kageno, the good-for-nothing 
detective. As soon as | noticed him, he stood up and began walking towards me, drawing as 
little attention to himself as possible. This was very unlike him, as he usually seemed to relish in 
being the center of attention. He must have something important to tell me. 

"The witness may return to the waiting room. 


Now then, it seems we've covered most of what we planned for today." 


The judge announced. At this point, unless there was a very good reason, requesting a recess 
would be pointless. It would almost certainly be denied. 


| quickly approached the partition separating the gallery from the defense benches. Without a 
word, Kageno pressed a crumpled piece of paper into my hand. 


"Well, well, what's this all about, Counsel Yamashika?" 
The judge inquired, his voice laced with curiosity. 
Ignoring him, | quickly unfolded the paper. 

‘That woman has no alibi.’ 


My eyes widened as | looked back at Kageno. He had already returned to his seat and avoided 
my gaze, but he nodded once in confirmation. 


That was all | needed. 
"Your Honor! Before we conclude today's proceedings, there's something | must address!" 


My sudden outburst drew the attention of everyone in the courtroom. | could feel their eyes on 
me. 


The judge looked at me with a puzzled expression. Even Ms. Okubo, who was about to leave 
the witness stand, stopped in her tracks. Perfect. 


"What seems to be the matter, Counsel Yamashika?" 


"Your Honor, there's something | must ask the previous witness. If possible, I'd like to question 
her once more before we adjourn for the day." 


The judge frowned slightly. 

"Does it have to be now?" 

"Yes, Your Honor. It's imperative that | address this matter immediately." 
"Objection!" 

Horiuchi, that's all you can say, isn't it!? 


"The defense clearly stated, ‘No further questions!’ We've covered today's agenda. The 
proceedings should be adjourned!" 


| retorted, slamming my hand on the table in frustration, 

"Your Honor, if it's crucial to the trial, then schedules are irrelevant! Besides, postponing this will 
only burden the witness with another court appearance! It's far more efficient to have her on the 
stand for another five minutes!" 

The judge sighed, shaking his head in resignation. 


"Very well. If you insist. Please escort the previous witness back to the stand." 


Moments later, Ms. Okubo, her face even more sour than before, stood once again in the 
witness box. | wondered if my little act had ruffled her composure. 


"Mr. Yamashika," the judge said, "please be brief." 

"Of course, Your Honor. | only have one question." 

| turned to face the witness. 

"Ms. Okubo, my question is simple. Please tell the court, on the day of the incident, October 
21st, at around 3 PM, the estimated time of the victim's death, where were you and what were 
you doing?" 


"W-What!?" 


Horiuchi was the first to react. 


A few seconds later, murmurs erupted from the gallery. It seemed they had grasped the 
implications of my question. Everyone in the courtroom, from the judge to Horiuchi, wore a look 
of astonishment. 


"...1 was at home after parting ways with Hirosuke." 


Ms. Okubo stammered, her expression a mixture of confusion and annoyance. It seemed she 
hadn't fully grasped the situation yet. 


"Do you have an alibi? Can anyone corroborate that you were indeed at home during that time?" 
"H-Hold on, Counsel Yamashika. What is the meaning of this?" 

The judge interjected, his voice laced with a hint of excitement. 

"Your Honor, allow me to present the facts as we know them. Mr. Kune, who testified to seeing 
the defendant fleeing the victim's apartment, admitted to not getting a clear look at the 
perpetrator's face. He stated that if someone of similar build and preference in clothing as the 
defendant were to wear a wig, he wouldn't be able to tell them apart." 


| paused, letting my words sink in as | surveyed the courtroom. 


"Furthermore, we are all aware that there is another person who heard the defendant say, ‘| 
wish you were dead!" to the victim and knew that the victim was home alone!" 


With all the force | could muster, | slammed my fist on the table. The pen on top jumped, 
performing a brief dance. Yukina flinched, but | couldn't let that bother me. | pointed my right 
index finger accusingly at the witness. 


"And that person, Ms. Okubo, is you!" 


The gallery erupted in a cacophony of gasps and murmurs. Horiuchi stared, dumbfounded, 
while the judge seemed to have forgotten to call for order. 


"Observe the witness's physique! It's not that different from the defendant's!" 
"H... Hey, you messing with me!? Are you trying to say | did it!?" 


Ms. Okubo shrieked, her carefully constructed facade of composure crumbling, revealing a face 
contorted with rage. 


It was a sight to behold. | pressed on, my voice as cold as ice. 


"Ms. Okubo, you seem to have quite a temper, don't you?" 


"Wh-..." 


| slammed both my palms on the table, the resulting bang echoing through the courtroom, 
drowning out the commotion from the gallery. 


"You discovered that Mr. Maruo was seeing another woman! Enraged and betrayed, you 
confronted him and in a fit of passion, killed him, didn't you!?" 


"W-What are you talking about!?" 


The courtroom was in chaos. The commotion from the gallery was such that it wouldn't have 
been surprising if they were ordered to leave right away. 


Horiuchi was practically hysterical, yelling his objections. 


"Objection! Objection! Objection! The defense is making baseless accusations! There's no 
evidence!" 


"Your Honor! The evidence is clear from the proceedings thus far!" 
The judge, with an exasperated sigh, rubbed his temples. 
"Order! Order in the court! Anyone who disobeys this order will be immediately removed!" 


His stern tone had the desired effect. Silence descended upon the courtroom once more. The 
judge, seizing the opportunity, continued. 


"The prosecution's objection is overruled. Defense, you may proceed with your questioning." 


"Thank you, Your Honor. Now then, Ms. Okubo, answer the question. It's simple: where were 
you and what were you doing at 3 PM on October 21st?" 


"| told you, | was at home!" 

"Can anyone corroborate that?" 

"N-Nol! | live alone, no one can!" 

| feigned a look of surprise. 

"Oh my! So you have no alibi. Then allow me to rephrase. 


Weren't you at Mr. Maruo's apartment at that time? Didn't you kill him!?" 


"I-I haven't killed anyone!" 
| slammed my fist on the table once more, as if daring it to break. 


"Your Honor! This proves that there's another suspect besides the defendant! As a condition for 
the continuation of this trial, the defense demands an immediate investigation into this witness!" 


"O-Objection, Your Honor! There's no concrete evidence!" 

"We have motive and circumstantial evidence! Just like with the defendant!" 
"| will provisionally allow the defense's request." 

The judge nodded curtly. 


"While we can't detain her without concrete evidence... Prosecutor Horiuchi, you will 
immediately begin investigating this witness, and if possible, verify her alibi. Am | understood?" 


Horiuchi slumped in defeat. 
"Y-Yes, Your Honor..." 
"S... Stop messing with me! | haven't killed anyone!" 


Ms. Okubo screamed as the court officers escorted her out of the courtroom. Her outburst only 
served to solidify my case in the eyes of the jury. 


As the doors closed behind her, silence returned to the courtroom. 

The judge, taking advantage of the quiet, spoke. 

"We will resume tomorrow at 10 AM. 

As | mentioned yesterday, members of the jury, you are not to discuss this case with anyone, 
nor are you to listen to others discussing it. The trial is not over, so you must not form or express 
any opinion as to the guilt or innocence of the defendant. 

With that, court is adjourned." 


He struck the gavel once. 


The courtroom, still buzzing from the day's events, erupted in chatter as soon as the judge 
declared the adjournment. 


"Yukina, let's go." 
"Ah. Y-Yes." 


| made eye contact with Kageno, who was still seated in the gallery, before turning my back on 
the tumultuous courtroom. 


October 24th, 12:37 PM, District Court, Defense Counsel Room 


The defense counsel room, furnished only with a long table and a few folding chairs, was 
occupied by Yukina, Kageno, and myself. 


"M-Mr. Zenko, what on earth was that about...?" 

Well, it was only natural for her to ask. 

"It wasn't a bad thing for us. In fact, you could say it worked in our favor." 
"But Mr. Zenko, did she really do it?" 


Yukina's question hung in the air. | exchanged glances with Kageno, who silently shook his 
head. 


| shrugged at Yukina. 


"Surprisingly, she might be completely unrelated to the incident. | wouldn't be surprised if she's 
released later today." 


"Huh...?" 
Yukina looked dumbfounded, and a wry smile formed on my lips. 


"Don't make that face. It's fine, even if she's released. The most important thing about what just 
happened is that we were able to show that there are other possible suspects." 


Yukina's expression was a mixture of emotions, unsure whether to be happy about the 
possibility of finding the real culprit or to feel sorry for the woman we might have just wrongly 
accused. 


"I-Is that really okay? Don't you feel pity for her...?" 


That was so like Yukina. | waved my hand dismissively. 


"Well, we might have done something bad to her. But the possibility of her being guilty isn't zero 
either. Didn't | just say it in court? That woman, Yuko Okubo, had a motive to kill Hirosuke 
Maruo, and she knew he was home alone. In fact, there's the distinct possibility that she was the 
one who ran from Maruo's apartment." 

However, contrary to my expectations, Yukina didn't seem happy at all. 

"What's wrong, Yukina? We might find the real criminal. Shouldn't you be happier?" 

"Y-Yes, you're right..." 

She forced a smile, but it didn't reach her eyes. 


It wasn't just me; even Kageno seemed to have noticed something was off. He was staring at 
Yukina with a puzzled expression. 


Why wasn't Yukina genuinely happy? Was she that concerned about Yuko Okubo potentially 
being arrested as a new suspect? Or was there something else bothering her? 


"Ah, there you are!" 


The door suddenly burst open, accompanied by a childish voice that felt incredibly out of place 
in a courthouse. 


Satsuki strolled in, a schoolbag in one hand and her blazer slung over her shoulder. 
".,.What are you doing here?" 

"What are you talking about? | came all this way to cheer you on!" 

"And how exactly is your presence here supposed to cheer me on?" 

Kageno said with a wry smile, but Satsuki didn't seem fazed. 

"M-Mr. Zenko, who's this girl...?" 

Yukina asked, bewildered. 

"She's a repeat trespasser to our office." 


"...Huh?" 


Yukina looked even more confused. Understandable. 


"Hey, Satsuki, this place is supposed to be off-limits to anyone but authorized personnel. How 
did you even get in here?" 


Unfazed by my question, Satsuki replied nonchalantly, 
"| just told them | was your little sister, and they let me right through." 


What had happened to the security measures in Japanese courts? And how on earth did she 
manage to convince them she was my sister...? 


"Sister...?" 
Yukina looked at me suspiciously. 


Suddenly, Satsuki closed the distance between her and Yukina. Being slightly smaller, Satsuki 
had to look up at Yukina. She stared intently at Yukina before saying, 


"Hm, so you're her." 

"E-Excuse me...?" 

Ignoring Yukina's bewildered response, Satsuki turned to me with a knowing smirk. 
...Why did | suddenly feel so uncomfortable? 

Yukina looked at me, slightly flustered. 

"You... Know each other, right?" 

"Yeah. | saved her from a life of crime a while back." 

"H-Hey! What do you mean, 'a life of crime'?" 


For some reason, Yukina suddenly seemed to understand the situation. She crouched down to 
meet Satsuki's gaze and said with a bright smile, 


"I'm Yukina Misumi. What's your name?" 


It was a pure, innocent smile, one | hadn't seen from her since our reunion at the police station. 


Now it was Satsuki's turn to be caught off guard. Even she couldn't stay indifferent in the face of 
such a smile. 


"I-lyo... Satsuki..." 


She stammered, her usual composure completely gone. Yukina, still smiling like an angel, 
nodded enthusiastically. 


"That's a lovely name, lyo! Just call me Yukina, no need to be formal with me." 
"O-Okay..." 

Satsuki sounded quiet and meek, like a completely different person. 

Yukina then straightened up and pointed a finger at Satsuki, her expression slightly stern. 


"lyo, it's great that you came to cheer for Mr. Zenko, but what about school? It might not be very 
fun, but you have to go, okay? I'm sure it'll be useful for your future." 


| could see Kageno, who was sitting in the corner of the room, struggling to contain his laughter. 
"Y-Yes..." 
Satsuki could only nod once and again. 


She probably never expected to be lectured like this. It was a side of the little girl | had never 
seen before. 


"Hey, Yamashika, can | have a word?" 

Kageno said, barely able to hide his amusement. 

"We need to decide on our next move..." 

He was right. 

We couldn't afford to waste any more time. | turned to Yukina. 


"Kageno and | need to prepare for tomorrow. Yukina, your dad is waiting outside, right? You 
should head home and get some rest for today." 


She looked at me and Kageno with a worried expression but quickly nodded. 


"Okay, if you say so, Mr. Zenko. lyo, I'll walk you out. Let's go together." 


"Eh? W-Wait, what...?" 
Yukina's way of persuading Satsuki was like calming down a lost child. 
"Well then, Mr. Zenko, see you tomorrow." 


"Yeah, see you." | chuckled wryly as | watched Yukina lead a reluctant Satsuki out of the room 
by the hand. 


"Now then..." 

| turned to Kageno in the now-empty room. 

"First of all, good job back there." 

He looked confused for a second before realizing what | was talking about. 


"Ah, you mean that woman? It was nothing special. | made sure to check the alibis of everyone 
who might be remotely involved in the case. Besides the police, it was only her and Munenori. 


And while you were questioning that woman, | happened to remember the talk about the 
suspect." 


"| see..." 

"You could at least show a little gratitude." 

"How about | start calling you 'Kageno the Great Detective’ from now on?" 

Kagenou simply shrugged at my generous offer. 

"A fancy title won't put any more money in my pocket. Be practical." 

Such a materialist. 

"Well, thanks to you, things just got a whole lot easier. Keep up the good work." 

"Yeah, leave it to me. Anything you need me to look into today?" 

"Not particularly. Just like yesterday, see if you can find anything that might help Yukina's case." 


"Got it. I'll drop by the office again this evening." 


Kageno said as he stood up and headed for the door. But then, he suddenly stopped and turned 
back to me. 


"Oh, and speaking from experience..." 
He gave me a sly grin. 


A bad feeling crept into my heart. Whenever he made that face, it was a sure sign that 
something troublesome was about to happen. 


"...What is it?" 
"Good things don't come in twos, you know?" 


October 24th, 6:53 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


Evening had fallen. 


The office was quiet today. That was because a certain self-proclaimed beautiful devil wasn't 
here. Did Yukina manage to steer her back onto the right path? 


Kageno, who had arrived earlier than usual, sat down on the sofa and said without preamble, 
"We have a new witness." 


He seemed quite thirsty after saying that, readily accepting the green tea | offered. It was 
yesterday's brew, meaning it had been steeping for three days, but he didn't even bat an eyelid. 


"A new witness? What kind of witness?" 
"Someone who saw the person running from the victim's apartment." 
In other words, someone other than Munenori, Mr. Utility Pole, had seen the culprit. 


This should be good news for me. But for some reason, Kageno's expression was as impassive 
as if he were about to deliver bad news. 


Why did | have a feeling that the concern | had felt earlier in the day was about to become a 
reality? 


"This isn't bad news for my client, is it? Why do you have that grim look on your face?" 


He leaned back on the sofa, crossing his arms and legs. It was a habit of his when he was 
about to launch into an explanation. 


"The witness lives in the same apartment building as Hirosuke Maruo, one floor below. Seems 
they were on an overseas business trip right after the incident and just got back today." 


So that's why they hadn't been found until now. 
"And?" 


"Around 3 PM on the day of the incident, they saw a woman running down the stairs as they 
were leaving for their trip." 


"...And who was it?" 

| felt my mouth suddenly go dry and took a sip of my tea. 
"Yukina Misumi." 

Pfft! 

| couldn't help but spit out the tea | had just taken a mouthful of. 


Kageno frowned, probably because some of it had splashed on him. But that wasn't important 
right now. 


"...oeriously?" 


"| showed him a picture of Yukina. He insists that she's definitely the person he saw on the day 
of the incident. He said he got a clear look at her face." 


"What's going on...?" 

| muttered, bewildered. 

"If you want, | can give you the most logical explanation." 
"No, it's fine." 


| already knew what it was. In other words, the person Munenori, Hirosuke Maruo's next-door 
neighbor, had seen wasn't "someone disguised as Yukina," but "Yukina herself." 


"I'm sure you'd say you believe your client—" 


Kageno said. 


"I'm a detective, you know. | like to think | can tell if someone's lying, unless they're a particularly 
skilled liar." 


"...90 you don't think he's lying?" 

"Right. | even considered the possibility that he was being manipulated by someone, so | looked 
into him. Apparently, he used to be an announcer at a small local radio station, but he got fired 
because he was so unremarkable and unpopular. Now he's a salaryman at an import agency, 
but he has no connection to Hirosuke Maruo or Yukina, neither personally nor through his 


company or family." 


He'd managed to investigate the man's company and family in just one afternoon. He might be a 
twisted individual, but he was certainly a competent detective. 


But if this new witness wasn't lying, there was only one possible explanation. 

"...You think Yukina is lying?" 

Kageno shrugged at my question. 

"If you're asking me, then the answer is yes. However, you'd be better off asking her yourself." 


| couldn't help but remember Yukina's troubled expression after Yuko Okubo had been detained 
earlier that day. 


If Yukina had indeed gone to Hirosuke Maruo's apartment, | could understand why. Was she 
feeling guilty that Yuko Okubo had been suspected in her place? 


".,.Okay. For now, let's work on the premise that Yukina went to the scene of the crime. What 
about that man, do you think he'll testify in court?" 


"He will. When | went to talk to him, he was already eager to go to the police as a witness. He 
used to be an announcer, remember? He probably enjoys speaking in front of people." 


Good things don't come in twos. 

"This isn't good, is it?" 

Kageno said. 

"It's not. It means the suspicion towards Yukina will become more concrete. To be honest, | 


haven't really prepared any witnesses for the defense. | thought we could get a not guilty verdict 
if we just discredited all the prosecution's evidence and witnesses..." 


"So we need to call our own witnesses now?" 
"Yeah..." 


But there were so few witnesses to the incident itself. It wouldn't make much sense to 
re-examine the witnesses the prosecution had already called... 


But it wasn't like we were out of options. 

"... don't like it, but we have no choice. We'll have to turn this into a battle of wits." 
"A battle of wits?" 

Kageno tilted his head, confused. 

"We'll sway the jury's opinion of Yukina. You said she has a good reputation, right?" 


"Yes. Everyone, from her neighbors to her university acquaintances, says she's not the type of 
person to kill anyone." 


"Good. We'll call half a dozen of them as witnesses for the defense and have them all say, 
‘Yukina would never kill anyone.” 


He let out a whistle, as if impressed. 

"| see, that's what you meant by a battle of wits. If that's the case, we have no shortage of 
witnesses. It might actually be quite effective. In fact, there's one person in particular who would 
be perfect for this." 

"Perfect?" 

"Yes, the ideal candidate for this kind of strategy. 

There's an elderly couple living directly across the street from the Misumi residence. | spoke to 
the wife, and she went on and on for a good ten minutes about how 'Yukina would never do 
such a thing, she's done so much for us.’ And that's not all. When | told her that Yukina would be 
acquitted if we could prove her alibi, she said, 'Well, I'm happy to say | saw her at any time you 
need.” 


Kageno shrugged and chuckled wryly. 


"When | told her that would be perjury, she said, 'Well, if it means that girl will be acquitted, it's a 
small price to pay." 


| couldn't help but chuckle wryly myself. It was certainly an absurd story. However... 
"...We can use her. | can already imagine the look on Horinchi's face when he hears that." 


"Besides, even | felt it the more | investigated. | can see why you're so sure of Yukina's 
innocence." 


In other words, there was good reason to wage this psychological battle. 

For this cynical detective to say that much, | must have the best client imaginable. 

Yukina, even at first glance, had an air of someone who wouldn't hurt a fly. That alone could be 
used to convince the jury of her innocence. And if we were to call several witnesses who could 


emphasize and corroborate that impression... 


"In fact, why don't we just have that old woman give false testimony? It might be the quickest 
solution." 


Kageno suddenly suggested. 

"Hmm..." 

It wasn't a bad idea. But for Yukina's sake, | didn't want to actually resort to false testimony to 
get her acquitted. If Yukina found out that her acquaintance had committed a crime in her place, 
who knows what she might do? Besides, | was a lawyer, bound by law. At least in principle. 
Furthermore, it was highly doubtful whether the old woman could actually create a watertight 
alibi for Yukina that wouldn't be seen through by the prosecution. After all, several days had 
already passed since Yukina had been detained. It was questionable whether anyone would 
believe it if we suddenly claimed she had an alibi, and if the perjury was exposed, | would 
definitely lose my license and Yukina would be found guilty. 


| shook my head. 


"No false testimony. But even if we don't go that far, she's still a valuable asset. Okay, let's call 
her and the others as witnesses. You know how to contact them, right?" 


"Of course | do. And if you need more than half a dozen, | can bring them in by the gross." 


The image of 144 witnesses each taking the stand to declare the defendant's innocence was 
certainly amusing. 


As interesting as it sounded, | decided to scrap that idea, suspecting that Horiuchi would blow a 
gasket and demand a recess before they could even finish. 


October 24th, 7:33 PM, The Misumi Residence 


After parting ways with Kagenou, | headed straight for Yukina's place. We had a plan of action, 
but there were still some things | needed to confirm with her. 


The Misumi residence was a single-story house with a yard. It wasn't in one of those new 
cookie-cutter suburbs, but a neighborhood with a mix of houses built over the last twenty years 
or so. "Quiet" wasn't quite the right word; "full of character" seemed more fitting. 

They used to live in a two-story house, but moved to this one after Yukina's mother passed 
away. It made sense; this place was more than enough for the two of them. Especially since 
Yukina had been living here mostly alone recently. 

Yukina seemed surprised by my sudden visit, but quickly ushered me into the living room. The 
tatami floor was bare except for a heated table with a cozy-looking quilt, and a stack of four 
cushions. A TV and VCR sat in the corner. It was the quintessential Japanese living room from a 
bygone era. 

"What brings you here, Yamashika? At this hour..." 


Yukina's father asked. Yukina came in with tea for three. 


"| apologize, but could | have a moment alone with Yukina? As her lawyer, there are some 
things..." 


My words made father and daughter exchange glances. 
"...| understand. In that case, I'll be in the back." 
He nodded at Yukina before leaving the living room. 


Once | heard his footsteps fading down the hallway, | addressed Yukina, who was sitting 
formally with her legs tucked under her. 


"Yukina." 

"Y-Yes...2" 

She seemed to sense my irritation and looked ill at ease. 
"Yukina, do you trust me?" 


After a brief pause, she slowly nodded. 


"Yukina, have you told me everything you know?" 


This time, she hesitated. She wouldn't even meet my gaze, her eyes fixed on the teacup on the 
table. If it were anyone else, | might have resorted to harsher methods. 


"Earlier today, | introduced you to a detective named Kageno, right? He came to me with a new 
witness. Someone who saw the person running from Maruo's apartment." 


| didn't miss the flicker of emotion that crossed her face for a split second. 

It told me everything. 

"You went there, didn't you, Yukina? To the crime scene." 

"Yukina?" 

"Yes..." 

She finally whispered, her head still bowed. 

| let out a sigh of exasperation. 

"Why didn't you tell me, Yukina?" 

"I-I'm sorry... | didn't think it would be helpful, and | just wanted to ease your burden..." 

| sighed again. 

"Listen, Yukina, even if you tell me something that could be used against you, | promise | won't 
breathe a word of it to anyone. It'll stay between us, sealed tight. But if you don't tell me 
everything, | can't do my job. 


This witness will most likely appear in court tomorrow, right? If it weren't for this detective's 
report, we would've been blindsided at tomorrow's trial, you know?" 


"..[-I'm sorry..." 


| could clearly see tears falling from her downcast eyes. 
...Damn it. | should have expected her to cry. 
"Y-Yukina...?" 

"I'm sorry... I'm so sorry..." 

She shook her head, repeating apologies over and over. 
"Am I... am | going to be found guilty after all?" 

She asked after a moment of silence, her voice trembling. 


"Will my father have to quit his job...? Will this tarnish your reputation...? Am I... am | going to be 
a burden to everyone...?" 


By the end, her voice was shaking so badly that | could barely understand her. 


| knew it was incredibly naive of her. But seeing her like this, tears streaming down her face, 
there was an innocence about her that made me feel almost ashamed. 


This was just like her. Even in this day and age, she was a rare breed who always put others 
before herself. 


| let out another sigh before speaking. 
"Don't get the wrong idea, Yukina." 
My words made her look up at me, her face stained with tears. 


"You're right, | didn't expect you to have gone to the crime scene, and this new witness is a pain. 
But that doesn't change the fact that | don't doubt your innocence for a second." 


"M-Mr. Zenko..." 
Our eyes met. 
Her tear-filled eyes stared intently at me. The moment stretched on. 


As aman, | knew what | should do in this situation, even if it meant being a little forceful. And a 
part of me wanted to. But at the same time, | was aware of something holding me back. 


| averted my gaze and said gruffly. 


"S-Stop crying already. The trial isn't over yet, and I'm going to prove you innocent. You 
promised to cook me dinner, remember?" 


"Yes..." 

Despite my words, the tears flowing from her eyes only seemed to increase. 
"So stop crying, Yukina." 

"Y-Yes... I'm just... so happy..." 


It certainly wasn't a happy situation, and | almost pointed that out, but | bit my tongue. It would 
have been kicking her while she was down. 


Yukina continued to sniffle for a few minutes, but eventually, her breathing calmed down. 
Seizing the opportunity, | spoke again. 


"Have you calmed down?" 

"Yes..." 

"Then tell me, Yukina. What happened that day?" 

Taking a sip of the tea she had prepared, Yukina began to speak. 

"Most of what | told you is true... 

That day, | saw Hirosuke in the park with another woman... and | went home. But | said all those 
things after just one glance, didn't 1? Maybe... maybe | jumped to conclusions... | thought maybe 
| should go talk to Hirosuke..." 

It was a simple, innocent explanation. 

"And, you found the body?" 

"Body? No, | don't know..." 

... What? | couldn't help but ask again. 


"You don't know?" 


"No... | was going to see him... but | went as far as the front door and... | got scared..." 


As if reliving the experience, her voice trembled again, catching in her throat. 

"And you left?" 

"Yes." 

So she didn't go inside? 

"Do you remember what time this was?" 

Yukina shook her head. 

"| don't know for sure. It takes about thirty to forty minutes to get from my house to Hirosuke's 
apartment, but | was crying before and after, and | wasn't looking at the clock. But... | think | left 
the house around one or two..." 

That meant Yukina went to Hirosuke's apartment around two or three o'clock at the latest. This 
meant the possibility of her being there at three, as the new witness claimed, couldn't be ruled 
out. 

If only we knew the exact time, we could tell if the new witness was lying... 

"Did anyone see you on your way back from the apartment?" 


Yukina shook her head silently. 


"| don't know... | was in a hurry to get home, so | wouldn't have noticed even if someone saw 
me...” 


"This witness claims to have seen your face clearly." 
"B-But | don't remember anyone seeing me. That's why | kept quiet..." 


That made sense. It was hard to believe she would lie about something like that if she knew 
someone had seen her. 


If she was in a hurry to get home, her field of vision would have been naturally narrowed. It's 
better to assume that this witness saw her without Yukina noticing. 


"Alright, that's enough. Thank you for telling me everything. Leave the rest to me." 
"Okay..." 


She nodded, still looking down. 


"Good. Now, one more thing. As your lawyer, | order you to forget everything and get some 
sleep. It's for the best." 


At my words, Yukina wiped her tears and gave me a faint smile. 

Maruo's estimated time of death was around 3 PM. The time when Utility Pole... or rather, 
Munenori Kune, saw someone resembling Yukina running from Maruo's apartment, was also 3 
PM. 

And this new witness claimed to have seen Yukina leaving the apartment building around 3 PM 
as well. Yukina herself couldn't completely deny the possibility of being at the apartment building 
around that time. 


However, Yukina insisted she never entered Maruo's apartment. 


This raised a crucial question: who was the person Munenori Kune saw leaving Maruo's 
apartment? 


October 24th, 8:55 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


Back at my office, | threw my feet up on my desk and tried to sort through the situation. 


The situation was still dire. What to do? If this new witness testified about seeing Yukina, the 
suspicions against Yuko Okubo raised in today's hearing would likely be dismissed. And the 
suspicion would fall back on Yukina even more heavily. 


Up until now, | had asserted that the person who ran from Maruo's apartment was not 
necessarily Yukina. Now, that very assertion could come back to bite me, turning into an even 
bigger suspicion. It wouldn't be easy to clear her name... 


There were two options available to me. 
The first was to insist that the witness was mistaken about seeing someone who looked like 


Yukina. But there was no guarantee how the jury would perceive that. If the new witness gave a 
particularly credible testimony, it could be our side that ended up being viewed with suspicion. 


The other option was to admit that Yukina had been there. However, that would render all our 
previous efforts to discredit the other witnesses meaningless. It could lead to the jury, and even 
the judge, viewing us with even more distrust. 


As for a solution, | could have Yukina take the stand herself. She could testify about what she 
told me earlier and present the idea that "she went to the crime scene but had nothing to do with 
the murder." But again, there was no telling how that would be received. How many jurors would 
believe someone who claimed to have visited the victim near the estimated time of death but 
had nothing to do with the incident? 


Above all, there was the issue of cross-examination. The prosecution couldn't put the defendant 
on the stand without the defense's consent. On the other hand, the defense could freely call the 

defendant to the stand. However, doing so came with the decidedly unwelcome bonus of facing 

the prosecution's cross-examination. 

...It was a lose-lose situation. 

In times like these, Kageno would probably light up a cheap cigarette to gather his thoughts. But 
| didn't smoke. So, | usually made do with a cup of cheap green tea. I'd heard it contained 


elements that were good for concentration, so it wasn't a bad habit, per se. However... 


A young lawyer sipping green tea while deep in thought. It wasn't exactly a dignified sight to 
behold. 


Shaking my head clear of such pointless thoughts, | muttered to myself. 
"It's too late to turn our argument around now..." 


| would stick to the story that Yukina wasn't at the scene. | would just have to find a way to 
silence this new witness appearing tomorrow by picking apart their testimony. 


Chapter 4: Suddenly, Cross-Examination 


October 25th, 10:00 AM, Local District Court, Courtroom No. 2 


"We will now resume the preliminary hearing." 

As usual, the trial began with the declaration of the presiding judge, Kenta Shudo. 

Perhaps due to my unexpected maneuver yesterday, the gallery was more crowded than ever. | 
could only pray that it wasn't solely due to an increase in the press. | truly thought my actions 
yesterday were the best way to deflect suspicion, but it seemed they might backfire 


spectacularly. 


As for the presence sitting in the right corner of the gallery, dressed in uniform and waving at me 
with a cheerful grin, | decided to intentionally ignore it, just like yesterday. 


Seemingly noticing my disregard, she sulked and glared at me instead. 

...l'll just try not to think about it. 

Right now, | should be focusing on Yukina, who was sitting beside me. Thankfully, now on the 
third day of the trial, she seemed much calmer than on the first day. Besides, the proceedings 
were clearly in our favor. Just a little more, and | could free Yukina from this ridiculous situation — 


or at least, that was the plan. 


"First, | would like the prosecution to inform us of the results of their investigation into 
yesterday's witness, Ms. Yuko Okubo." 


The judge spoke. 


"Yes, Your Honor. In connection with that matter, we, the prosecution, have found an extremely 
important witness. We would like to question this witness first." 


"Prosecutor Horiuchi, are you implying that questioning this witness will reveal whether or not 
Ms. Okubo is a suspect?" 


"That is correct, Your Honor." 
"Very well. You may call your witness." 


"We call Mr. Yoshihiko Mori to the stand." 


Horiuchi said, glancing at me. They say the eyes are the windows to the soul, and | was 
realizing the truth of that saying in this courtroom. | could practically hear Horiuchi's thoughts as 
he looked at me: "Just you wait, you phony lawyer! Today's the day | wipe that smug look off 
your face!" 


| leaned back in my chair and glared back at him, projecting my own thoughts: "Give it your best 
shot, you taxpayer-funded, petty, shorty prosecutor! You'll only end up boosting my reputation!" 


| couldn't tell if my message got through, but | did see Horiuchi look away with a slight click of 
his tongue. 


The witness who entered the courtroom was a rather rotund man, with a buzz cut and a round 
face that gave him an oddly soft appearance. He couldn't have been older than forty, probably 
late thirties. He was large in both height and width, and | wouldn't have been surprised if 
someone described him as portly. 

According to Kageno, this man used to be an announcer. Perhaps that was why he didn't seem 
fazed in the slightest by the many eyes on him. He stated his oath smoothly and without 
hesitation. 

This was going to be difficult. 

"Please state your name and occupation." 

Horiuchi instructed. 

"Yoshihiko Mori. I'm what you'd call a regular office worker. | work for an import agency." 


"Mr. Mori, I'll get straight to the point. Are you acquainted with a Mr. Hirosuke Maruo?" 


"| believe we've crossed paths. He lived on the fourth floor of our apartment building, and | live 
one floor below him, on the third." 


"| see. Mr. Mori, where were you on the afternoon of October 21st, around 3 PM, the day of the 
incident?" 


"| was in my apartment. | was scheduled to leave for a business trip that evening, so | was 
preparing for it after lunch. Around 3 PM, | was just about to leave my apartment. To be more 
precise, it was around 2:55 PM. | checked my watch before leaving to catch my 4:10 PM flight, 
so I'm fairly certain about the time." 


Oh, great. | hated these kinds of meticulous, by-the-book witnesses... especially when they 
were on the prosecution's side. 


"So, at around 2:55 PM on October 21st, when you were leaving your apartment, did you notice 
anything unusual?" 


"Unusual... well, not exactly, but something did catch my attention." 

"And what was that?" 

"Get to the point, you shorty prosecutor! Stop beating around the bush!" 

| somehow managed to stop myself from yelling those words out loud. 

"| believe it was from the floor above me, but a woman came down the stairs." 
"Why did that catch your attention?" 


"She seemed restless, like she wasn't aware of her surroundings. She hurried down the stairs. 
Plus, she was not a face | recognized from around here." 


"Is that woman present in this courtroom?" 

"Yes, she is." 

Murmurs rippled through the gallery. 

"Please point her out." 

"The woman sitting right there." 

It would have been amusing if he had pointed at a random person in the gallery, but 
unfortunately, that wasn't the case. Mori was pointing directly at Yukina, who was sitting right 
next to me. 

A new piece of testimony had been born. And it was a troublesome one that completely refuted 
the possibility | had presented yesterday by bringing up Yuko Okubo, making Yukina's guilt 
seem even more certain. 

The buzz in the gallery grew louder, forcing the judge to call for order twice. 

"Can you say that with certainty?" 


Horiuchi pressed. 


"Yes. | saw her face clearly." 


Horiuchi nodded in satisfaction at Mori's words, then turned to me with a triumphant smirk, as if 
to say, "See? What did | tell you?" | could only clench my jaw, trying not to let my frustration 
show. 

"Mr. Mori, could you please tell us why you were unable to testify until today?" 

Horiuchi asked Mori. 

"Yes. As | mentioned earlier, | work for an import agency, and | frequently travel between Japan 
and overseas, mostly Brazil. In fact, on October 21st, the day of the incident, | had just returned 
from Brazil that morning. However, | had to head back to Brazil that afternoon, so | left my 
apartment again after a short break. That's when | saw the defendant. 

At the time, | never imagined she could be involved in a murder case. | only found out about the 
incident yesterday, after returning from Brazil and reading about it in the newspaper. | contacted 
the police immediately." 

"Thank you. No further questions, Your Honor." 

Horiuchi turned back to the judge. 

"Your Honor, as you have just heard, it is clear that it was not yesterday's witness, Ms. Yuko 
Okubo, but the defendant who was seen running from the victim's, Mr. Hirosuke Maruo's 
apartment on the day of the incident." 

The judge nodded slightly. 

"Indeed. Certainly, based on the current testimony-" 

| slammed my hand on the table, interrupting the judge. 


"Objection, Your Honor! | would like to cross-examine the witness!" 


For a moment, the judge looked at me, annoyed at having his statement interrupted. However, 
rules were rules. With a disgruntled expression, he nodded. 


"Very well. Proceed." 
"Thank you, Your Honor." 
| turned to face the witness. 


Frankly, there were no holes in this witness's testimony. However, surrendering without a fight 
wasn't my style. | was going to pick at every single detail | could. 


"Now then, Mr. Mori." 
"Yes, what is it?" 
He showed no signs of nervousness. He met my gaze head-on, his expression unwavering. 


"You said you saw the defendant coming down from the floor above you. Are you sure it was the 
floor directly above?" 


Mori looked puzzled. 
".,.What do you mean?" 


"Isn't it possible that the woman you saw was actually a resident from a floor even higher than 
yours, and not necessarily the defendant's floor?" 


"W-Well, that's impossible. As | just said-" 

"You testified earlier that you remembered her because she was an unfamiliar face, correct?" 
| interrupted Mori before he could finish his sentence. 

Perhaps annoyed at having his words cut off, Mori replied with a slightly irritated tone. 

"| did say that, yes." 

"The apartment building you and Mr. Hirosuke Maruo lived in is mostly made up of studio 
apartments, correct? And the residents keep different schedules and have various occupations. 
Isn't that right?" 

"Y-Yes, that's right, but..." 

His words were losing their conviction. 

"Then why did you think the person you saw, who resembled the defendant, was unfamiliar? 
You couldn't have possibly recognized every single resident in your building, could you? After 
all, you didn't have much interaction with your neighbors." 


"Objection!" 


Horiuchi stood up with more force than | had ever seen from him. 


"The defense attorney's line of questioning is irrelevant! The crucial point of this witness's 
testimony is that he saw the defendant!" 


"The objection is sustained." 

Damn it. 

"_../ have no further questions." 

It wasn't much of a cross-examination. 

The troublesome part of Mori's testimony was that he saw Yukina around 3 PM. That's why | 
tried to imply during the cross-examination that he couldn't be certain it was Yukina he saw. 
However, Horiuchi's objection ruined my plan. | doubted the jury understood my intentions. 
"Your Honor," 

Horiuchi addressed the judge after Mori left the witness stand. 

"Based on the testimony we just heard, | believe it has been proven that the woman seen 
leaving the victim's apartment immediately after the time of the crime was indeed the defendant. 
Furthermore, | believe this also clears Ms. Yuko Okubo of any suspicion." 


Horiuchi sneaked a condescending glance at me. 


"However, | anticipate the defense will argue that this testimony doesn't prove Ms. Okubo wasn't 
present at the scene." 


... You Know me too well, you shorty prosecutor. 
"Yesterday, we conducted a voluntary interview with Ms. Yuko Okubo. During the interview, she 
shared with us some crucial information that could potentially prove her alibi for the day of the 


incident. 


Therefore, we request permission to call Ms. Yuko Okubo to the stand once more as a witness 
for the prosecution to allow her to testify about her alibi directly." 


Today, the trial was clearly in the prosecution's favor. As | had experienced myself recently, good 
things don't come in twos. But bad things, it seemed, had a habit of repeating themselves. 


The judge readily agreed to Horiuchi's proposal. 


"Very well. Permission granted. Does the defense have any objections?" 


"No, Your Honor." 
It was pointless to object. 


Perhaps it was because | had recklessly brought up Okubo's potential involvement yesterday, 
but the judge didn't seem to be in my favor today. | could only hope it was my imagination. 


"Then we shall call Ms. Yuko Okubo to the stand once more as a witness for the prosecution." 
Okubo entered the courtroom shortly after. Her expression was as unpleasant as ever, but she 
no longer displayed the volatile agitation she had exhibited at the end of yesterday's session. 
She was also dressed differently today, likely at the prosecution's suggestion. She wore a navy 
blue suit, the kind often worn by female college students for job hunting — a typical job interview 
suit, so to speak. It was a clear attempt to present herself as a reformed and respectable citizen. 
A simple tactic, but not entirely ineffective, especially against a jury composed of ordinary 
people. 


Just before taking her seat in the witness stand, Okubo shot a quick but intense glare in our 
direction. | noticed Yukina flinch beside me. 


| suspected only Yukina and | were privy to that look. If only everyone in the courtroom could 
witness that expression, they might reconsider their perception of her. 


"Now then, Ms. Okubo. Please tell us about the alibi you shared with us yesterday." 
Horiuchi prompted, and she answered calmly. 
"| was watching television in my apartment around three o'clock that afternoon." 


She did sound a tad more refined than yesterday. It seemed even her courtroom demeanor had 
been coached by Horiuchi. 


But watching television as an alibi? | couldn't believe a prosecutor as meticulous as Horiuchi 
would present such an easily refutable alibi. 


"What kind of program were you watching?" 


"A movie. | enjoy foreign films, and they often show them on Sunday afternoons, so | try to 
watch them whenever | can." 


"Ah, | watch that program sometimes too." 


Yukina whispered to me. 


... hat wasn't really the point right now. 
"What time did the movie start and end?" 
"From two to four PM." 


One hour before and one hour after the estimated time of the crime. What a convenient 
broadcast time. 


"So, it covers the time before and after the incident. Now then, everyone," 
Horiuchi addressed the courtroom dramatically, as if delivering a grand performance. There was 
nothing more unbearable than a smug, self-satisfied prosecutor. His theatrics were even more 


exaggerated than usual today. 


"If she knows the content of this movie, it proves she was watching it at the time of the crime, 
thus confirming her alibi!" 


"Objection!" 


| slammed my hand on the table and stood up. The table was starting to creak ominously under 
my repeated assaults. 


"Your Honor, there are countless ways to learn about the content of a movie! Simply knowing 
the content doesn't prove she was watching it at the time of the crime!" 


The judge nodded. 

"Prosecutor Horiuchi, | agree with the defense counsel." 

The shorty prosecutor nodded repeatedly, feigning understanding. 

"Initially, | also believed it wouldn't hold up as a solid alibi. However, after investigating both her 
statement and the broadcasted movie, I'm convinced it can serve as a valid alibi. | intend to 


prove this to the court. 


First, regarding the movie in question — if it were a regular film, it would be easy to obtain 
information about its content elsewhere, through rentals, word of mouth, and so on. 


However, this was a cheap foreign film broadcasted in the middle of the day. The movie shown 
on the day of the incident had never been released in Japan, was not available on video, and 
was, in fact, a low-budget production that had only been screened in a single theater in 
America!" 


His argument seemed a bit convoluted, but | understood what he was trying to say. 
"_..Very well. Please proceed with your questioning." 

At the judge's words, Horiuchi nodded and turned back to the witness. 

"Ms. Okubo, please tell us the synopsis of the movie." 


"It was titled 'Flesh and Blood Dispute.’ The story revolves around an elderly, wealthy man who 
is nearing the end of his life, and his relatives engage in a bitter feud over his inheritance." 


What a title. 


"The protagonist is the wealthy man's favorite grandchild, who is warned by a relative vying for 
the inheritance, 'Don't go near Grandpa’. However, the protagonist becomes concerned, 'Did 
something happen to Grandpa?’ and visits his grandfather. There, he witnesses the ugly truth of 
his relatives eagerly anticipating his grandfather's death and plotting their inheritance schemes. 
The protagonist is the only one who genuinely cares for his grandfather's well-being. However, 
as he spends more time in the lavish mansion, he too becomes gradually seduced by the allure 
of wealth. Just as the inheritance battle intensifies with the protagonist's involvement, it is 
revealed that the grandfather possesses not a fortune, but a mountain of debt." 


A vast inheritance turning out to be a mountain of debt? How cliché. 


Was it Okubo's poor explanation, or was the movie itself just that dull? It didn't sound remotely 
interesting. 


"Ms. Okubo, I'd like you to confirm that you haven't heard about the movie's plot from anyone 
else. You did watch the commercials during the program, correct?" 


"Yes, | did." 

"Do you remember what they were for?" 

"| can't recall all of them, but | remember a few. There was a jewelry commercial and one for 
durable storage sheds. Also, there were two different television shopping segments during the 
movie. One was for a set of knives, and | believe the other one was for a fish grilling appliance." 
The exchange felt somewhat disjointed, but | understood what he was getting at. 


Horiuchi turned to face the judge. 


"Your Honor, while this isn't directly related to the case and won't be submitted as evidence, we 
have contacted the television station to obtain a recording of the movie broadcasted that day to 


corroborate the witness's testimony. To be precise, we have a two-hour recording of the 
program aired on the day of the incident from two to four PM. We have two copies; one will be 
provided to the defense counsel. Upon viewing, you will find that the content of the movie and 
the commercials align with Ms. Okubo's testimony. 


Furthermore, Detective Inaba and | have already reviewed the recording and can confirm that it 
matches her statement." 


With an air of "you're welcome," Horiuchi approached the defense table and placed a videotape 
in front of me. He handed the other copy directly to the judge. 


"This concludes the prosecution's direct examination." 

The judge, deep in thought, examined the videotape before nodding. 

"Indeed. | initially had my doubts, but there seems to be sufficient evidence to establish an alibi. 
Counsel Yamashika, if you require time to review the tape, we can take a recess. How would 
you like to proceed?" 

"No need, Your Honor. The defense respects Prosecutor Horiuchi's words." 

This was pointless. Horiuchi had undoubtedly already scrutinized the recording, and | doubted 
I'd find anything new. Rejecting his offer would only waste time and make me appear difficult in 
the eyes of the judge and jury. 

| could practically hear Horiuchi's smug "serves you right" echoing in my ears. 

"Very well. Counsel Yamashika, you may proceed with the cross-examination." 

"Yes, Your Honor." 


Cross-examination. If | didn't find something, her alibi would hold. 


There were certainly grounds for questioning. Several aspects of her story remained dubious, 
and pressing those points could be beneficial. | stood and began my questioning. 


"Now then, Ms. Okubo. Have you ever traveled overseas?" 
"No, never. And of course, I've never watched a movie in America." 
That was a dead end. 


"Let's try another question. Do you own a VCR?" 


"Yes, but it's an old model, only for playback. It can't record. Besides, it's been broken since last 
month. | can provide you with a list of friends who can attest to this if necessary." 


A few stifled chuckles arose from the gallery. 

...dumiliating others was one thing, but being humiliated myself was unbearable. 

| silently clicked my tongue before continuing. 

"Did you hear about the plot of this movie from any friends or acquaintances?" 

"No, | haven't." 

Of course, she'd say that. 

| was about to delve deeper when Horiuchi suddenly rose. 

"Counsel Yamashika, allow me to clarify. | only heard about this movie from Ms. Okubo 
yesterday, immediately after you requested to question her. She has had no contact with the 
outside world since then." 


| slammed my hand on the table. 


"Meaning, there's still a possibility she could have learned about the movie's plot from someone 
else between the incident and yesterday, in order to fabricate an alibi!" 


However, neither Horiuchi nor Okubo flinched. 


"As much as | love movies, | wouldn't ask someone to recount the entire plot of a film | missed. 
You're welcome to question every single one of my friends and acquaintances if you wish." 


Damn it. This was undoubtedly another one of Horiuchi's meticulously planted lines. With her 
daring me to investigate, there was no room for argument. Knowing him, he had likely already 
verified her claims to some extent. 


Horiuchi continued after her, 


"To reiterate, the need for this witness to prove her alibi only arose yesterday, after the defense's 
request. In fact, she had no reason to prepare an alibi until your inquiry!" 


| slammed my fist on the table again. 


"Even so, if she murdered Mr. Maruo, she could have learned about the movie to solidify her 
alibi in anticipation of this very situation!" 


"Objection! The defense is making baseless assumptions and unjustly accusing the witness!" 
"The prosecution's objection is sustained." 
Damn it. 


This made me look like a desperate lawyer grasping at straws, fabricating theories out of thin 
air. Which, to be fair, wasn't entirely inaccurate at this point. 


"| have no further questions." 
| conceded, returning to my seat. 


This was bad. | never anticipated her using watching television as an alibi. Horiuchi and Okubo 
must have planned this meticulously. Further questioning would only worsen my position. 


That sly fox, Horiuchi! He probably orchestrated this whole thing, knowing I'd have no choice but 
to cross-examine her, only to be outsmarted. But it was too late now. 


"Your Honor." 

He addressed the judge. 

"Based on the testimony heard today, we believe it has been proven that Ms. Yuko Okubo had 
an alibi and that the individual present at the crime scene was indeed the defendant, as 
corroborated by Mr. Munenori Kune's testimony. What are your thoughts?" 

"_..Indeed, based on today's testimonies, the court is inclined to agree." 


Damn it again! 


"The prosecution believes that the defense should face some form of penalty for attempting to 
prolong this trial by falsely accusing Ms. Okubo as a suspect." 


That persistent little... | merely pointed out a possibility. 
As expected, the judge shook his head at Horiuchi's suggestion. 


"The defense did have reasonable grounds to suspect her at the time yesterday. | reject the 
prosecution's request for a penalty." 


Horiuchi likely anticipated his request being denied, as he showed no sign of disappointment. 


"However, the court considers the suspicions against this witness to be cleared. From this point 
forward, she is prohibited from being summoned unless a clear connection to this case is 
established. Understood, defense?" 


"Understood." 


| responded calmly, though | wanted nothing more than to flip him off in frustration. This day 
couldn't get any worse. 


"With that, the prosecution rests its case." 

The shorty prosecutor announced with exaggerated grandeur. 

"The prosecution believes we have presented sufficient evidence to establish reasonable 
suspicion that the defendant committed the crime, fulfilling the purpose of this preliminary 
hearing. We see no need for further proceedings." 

There's nothing more infuriating than a smug, self-satisfied prosecutor. 

"| understand where Prosecutor Horiuchi is coming from but—" 

| slammed my hand on the table. 


"Objection! The defense has not yet concluded its arguments!" 


".,.Of course, the defense is entitled to their arguments. We will now transition to the defense's 
witness examination. Defense, please call your first witness." 


"How can we call a witness in this situation?!" 

| wanted to scream that, but | somehow managed to hold it back. 

"Your Honor, due to the testimony of the witness newly summoned by the prosecution today, the 
defense needs to reconsider its trial strategy. Therefore, could we postpone the calling of the 
defense's witnesses until tomorrow?" 


"...We can take a lunch break until 2 PM, but would that not be sufficient?" 


"Yes, since we need to change our approach, we would appreciate it if you could grant us until 
tomorrow." 


"Objection! The prosecution sees this as an unnecessary delay tactic by the defense!" 


"Your Honor! One day is all we ask, there's no intention of stalling!" 


"Hmm... Prosecutor Horiuchi, what are your thoughts on the defense's request?" 


Horiuchi seemed about to retort, but then appeared to change his mind. He eventually nodded 
with a faint smile. 


"Very well, if that's what you insist. However, as a condition for the postponement, | have one 
request for the defense." 


Horiuchi continued, his gaze mocking me. 

"Unless the defense presents decisive evidence, tomorrow will be the final day of this 
preliminary hearing! If the defense agrees to this, we will allow the adjournment of today's 
proceedings." 


"Hmm..." 


It was a challenging condition set by the prosecution. However, the judge seemed to be 
considering it. 


"This is still a preliminary hearing, and the prosecution has indeed presented evidence and 
witnesses to a certain extent to substantiate the defendant's suspicion. Therefore, it cannot be 


said that the request is unreasonable. Defense, what are your thoughts?" 


"How can we agree to such a proposal! You damn shorty prosecutor, don't just spout whatever 
you want, I'll smack you down!" 


| wanted to yell, but | somehow restrained myself. 

"If you grant us the postponement, we agree to conclude the hearing tomorrow." 

Horiuchi smirked. At this point, even the word "detestable" felt insufficient to describe him. 
"Very well. Then, today's proceedings are adjourned." 


As the judge declared and struck the gavel, the gallery instantly erupted in a frenzy. | could feel 
their distrustful gazes occasionally directed towards us. 


"Yukina..." 
"Y-Yes...2" 


Even Yukina could understand the current situation. Her eyes held anxiety and fear, making her 
petite frame appear even smaller. 


"Go home for today. I'll call you if anything comes up." 
"O-okay..." 


October 25th, 11:28 AM, Local District Court, Defense Counsel Room 


"What was that trial?! You were completely dominated!" 


Satsuki, clad in her school uniform, exclaimed as soon as she threw open the door to the 
waiting room. 


It hadn't even been a minute since Kageno and | entered. 
"...You again, Satsuki? To borrow Yukina's line, what about school?" 


"Hmph! Capitalist indoctrination holds no value for someone like me who has fully grasped the 
ideals of communism!" 


How the compulsory education system under capitalism and the ideals of communism were 
related was beyond me. | didn't have the energy to even ask. 


"Her school is currently in the middle of their midterm exam grading period." 

Kageno explained. Satsuki glared at him, seemingly resentful that he had exposed her. 
"How do you know that?" 

"Who knows?" 

He shrugged with a sly grin. 

Come to think of it, Kageno had investigated Satsuki before. That must be it. 


"Still, attending a trial right after your midterms? Wouldn't it be better to use this time to prepare 
for supplementary lessons?" 


| said it sarcastically, but as usual, Satsuki puffed out her nonexistent chest and declared, 
"Hal! If | put my mind to it, | can easily score slightly above average on any middle school test!" 


... That could be considered a talent in itself. 


"More importantly, what was that trial?! That was so unlike you, being completely outplayed! 
Can you really prove Yukina's innocence like that?!" 


"Yeah, it was a rough day." 
Kageno agreed. 


Recalling the events in court, | slammed my fist on the long table in the waiting room to distract 
myself from the frustration. 


It wasn't as sturdy as the tables in the courtroom. It let out a pathetic groan. 


"Damn it! That shorty prosecutor! Taking every chance he gets to demand penalties for the 
defense, trying to end the hearing tomorrow, saying whatever he pleases!" 


"Hey, hey, that table was paid for with our tax money, don't waste it." 
"Hmph, I'll compensate for a few tables. It's fine, isn't it?" 


"No, no! That's what | hate about capitalists like you! That table was made from the limited 
resources of this Earth! Treat it with a little more respect!" 


"At least this country is a capitalist nation built on mass consumption. Take those words to 
another country." 


Normally, Satsuki would have bravely argued back, but she must have realized that | was in no 
mood for it. She puffed her cheeks and fell silent. 


Kageno shrugged in disappointment. 


"Well, | understand your frustration after today's events. More importantly, what are you going to 
do? Can you still turn this around?" 


His words brought me back to the real issue. 
Yes, that was the problem. Could we still turn this around? Could we present decisive evidence 
to prove Yukina's innocence? Unless we did, the preliminary hearing would end tomorrow. Of 


course, if we went into the final session like this, defeat would be inevitable. 


Even if we lost, it wouldn't necessarily mean Yukina was guilty, but it would lead to a formal 
indictment for murder and the start of a trial. If it became a full-blown legal battle, it could take 


six months or more to reach a verdict. | couldn't let Yukina waste that much time, and we had 
already revealed our hand to the prosecution. It would be even harder to turn the tables... 


A typical lawyer wouldn't even try to secure their client's acquittal at the preliminary hearing. 
They would focus on observing the prosecution's strategy and meticulously prepare their 
counterarguments for the trial. They would then devote all their efforts to persuading the judge 
once the trial began. Many still believed that it was easier to sway a judge than a jury. After all, 
lawyers in this country had long dealt with judges, not juries. 

My reasons for aiming for a resolution at the preliminary hearing were simple: juries were easily 
swayed by emotions and dramatic narratives, and it saved time. And so far, this approach had 
been successful... 

| turned back to that friend of mine. 


"Kageno, any leads on your end?" 


That said, it had barely been any time since he received the report yesterday. | didn't expect any 
significant developments, but to my question, Kageno put on a serious expression and spoke. 


"Frankly, it's not good." 

...Why did | have a bad feeling about this? 

"What do you mean? Did you not find anything substantial?" 

Kageno shook his head. 

"No, it's not that. It's just that the results aren't favorable for your client." 

| folded my arms and leaned back in my chair, bracing myself to hear the details. 
Good things never lasted, but bad things seemed to happen in twos, threes, and fours. 
"Go on." 

"| looked into the connection between the victim's and the suspect's fathers." 
"Hirosuke Maruo and Yukina’'s father?" 


"Right. Do you know anything about Yuki's father's company?" 


"Hey! Why do you only call Yukina "Yuki", and you have no cute nickname for me?!" 
"Satsuki, you be quiet." 

"Hmph." 

Seeing me serious, Satsuki pouted but stayed silent. | turned back to Kageno. 


"So, what about it? | heard something about Yukina's father working at a branch office in 
America or something." 


"He's an executive at a company called 'Takao Corporation,’ which sells precision machinery. 
He's in charge of their American branch. That would make him the branch manager, right? And 
it seems Hirosuke Maruo's father is a department head at a place called ‘Akatsuki Bank." 
"...Any connection?" 


After a brief pause, Kageno answered my question. 


"Since I'm investigating from Japan, there are limitations. But, within the scope of what I've 
found—" 


This wasn't the kind of story | wanted to hear. Come to think of it, neither was the news about 
the new witness last night. 


"To begin with, Takao Corporation owes a significant amount of money to Akatsuki Bank. The 
American branch, too. And the one in charge of loans at Akatsuki Bank is Hirosuke Maruo's 
father, Hiroshi Maruo. He's the General Manager of the Loan Department." 

"Ugh..." 

"Oh my..." 


It seemed that even Satsuki had grasped the gist of the situation. Of course, it wasn't anything 
good. 


"On top of that, recently, the American branch's business hasn't been doing so well." 
".,.Did they start restricting their loans?" 


"No, that's not it." 


Kageno shook his head. 


"Despite the American branch's poor performance, Akatsuki Bank is lending them a 
considerable sum." 


That was perplexing. | had assumed he was going to say that Hiroshi Maruo was reluctant to 
lend money to Yukina's father's company, leading to a strained relationship. 


"There's one more stark fact." 
Kageno continued, his expression unchanged. 


"Around the same time the American branch's performance began to deteriorate, the Maruo 
family's financial situation improved." 


"Then, we can make the following deduction!" 

Satsuki interjected enthusiastically. 

"Yukina's father received an illegal loan from Akatsuki Bank despite their poor business 
performance! In return for the fraudulent loan... what was it, Takao Corporation's American 


branch? Hiroshi Maruo was receiving bribes from them!" 


Was this girl really a middle schooler? She was usually just a naive kid, but sometimes she 
would spout surprisingly mature lines... 


"And naturally, Touya Misumi, being the branch manager, is deeply involved in this matter... or 
something like that." 


Kageno picked up where Satsuki left off, driving the point home. 


"He'd do anything for money — what a typical example of the corrupt structure of capitalism! Oh, 
if only humanity had realized Marx's ideals sooner, things wouldn't have come to this." 


| decided to ignore Satsuki's last remark. 
However, it was clear that a new motive had emerged. 
Anyone who heard this story would think the same thing. Yukina Misumi knew about her father's 


company's financial situation and his shady dealings. So she approached Hirosuke Maruo, the 
son of Hiroshi Maruo, and tried to secretly improve the situation by getting close to him. 


However, the negotiations didn't go well, and instead, she ended up making Maruo resent her, 
ultimately leading to the murder. 


| couldn't help but imagine Horiuchi dramatically declaring this in court. | had to shake my head 
a couple of times to dispel the image. 


"Anyway, it involves overseas matters, so I'm sure the police haven't grasped all the information 
yet...” 


Kageno added. 
"Setting aside the bribery, if they investigate the relationship between the fathers, it could get 
pretty bad, don't you think? After all, it's a relationship between a lender and a borrower. You 


know how that could be interpreted." 


"That's right. If they hear it like that, anyone would think it's a crime involving money. Financial 
trouble is a classic motive for resentment." 


Satsuki sighed dramatically and shrugged. 


"Honestly, if only everyone correctly understood Engels's ideals, we wouldn't have such a 
hideous human society. Humans really made a foolish choice." 


If not for that unnecessary comment, | might have been able to take this kid seriously. 
| composed myself and spoke to Kageno. 


"It's true that it's best to hear directly from Yukina's father. But, if they're determined to 
investigate, they'll find out about the relationship between the fathers right away..." 


"Hey, Yamashika. What are you going to do if the prosecution calls Yuki's father as a witness?" 
Kage's concern was understandable. However, 


"That's not a problem. Close relatives of the defendant can completely refuse to give 
unfavorable testimony against them. It's stipulated by law." 


"Really?" 
This law was common in most countries around the world. Spouses, parents, siblings, and other 
close relatives of the defendant could not be forced to testify against them. It was a rule. Of 


course, there might be some exceptions depending on the country. 


However, 


"That being said, I'm not sure what will happen if they ask about his work, which is not directly 
related to this murder case." 


"Can't you just say, 'Objection! This line of questioning is irrelevant to the case'?" 
Satsuki chimed in. 


"It's futile. If they say, 'The prosecution intends to clarify the defendant's motive through this line 
of questioning,’ the judge will have no choice but to allow it." 


At that point, | could object again, saying, "They're trying to force a close relative to give 
unfavorable testimony," but Horiuchi might counter with "Just one question then" and ask, "You 
have a lender-borrower relationship with the victim's father, correct?" If he did that, everyone in 
the courtroom would be led in a certain direction. Even if my objection was sustained, the jury 
would already have the motive firmly planted in their minds. 


Kageno looked skeptical. 


"| vaguely remember seeing this on a TV drama, but aren't witnesses allowed to refuse to 
answer questions that could incriminate them?" 


| nodded slightly at his words. 
"You're right, witnesses have that right. It's called the ‘privilege against self-incrimination’..." 


"Right? Since it's about illegal loans, can't we just tell him to refuse to testify by using that 
‘privilege’ thing as a shield?" 


| sighed and shook my head. 


"But the prosecution can also force him to testify by granting him ‘immunity from prosecution’ in 
exchange for his testimony." 


Kageno clicked his tongue, looking sulky. 


"...You're throwing around too many complicated legal terms. What's this immunity from 
prosecution?" 


"It means they'll overlook any crimes revealed in his testimony — they'll let him off the hook, so 
he has to answer their questions. Horiuchi's been losing to me lately, so he'll use any means 
necessary if he has to." 


This was another system adopted along with the judicial reforms, a system already familiar in 
countries like America. They would grant immunity from prosecution in exchange for forced 
testimony. 

Trials in this country were now settled several times faster than before the reforms. It was said 
that the biggest contributing factor was the adoption of this system of criminal immunity, even 
more so than the preliminary hearings. 


"But in this day and age, | doubt the prosecution would go so far as to overlook a crime like 
illegal loans. Besides, public opinion wouldn't allow it." 


| waved my hand dismissively in response. 

"That's hard to say. | can't say for sure without knowing the details, but it's only Yukina's father 
who'd be immune from prosecution, not the bribe-taker. Besides, if the illegal loan comes to 
light, Yukina's father would face social sanctions. There's a good chance they could use the 
immunity deal to force his testimony." 

"That's really bad! What are we going to do? I'll be angry if you can't prove Yukina innocent!" 
Strange. This kid, who's usually as indifferent as they come, was oddly worried about Yukina. 
"Satsuki, why are you so concerned about someone else this time?" 


"S-Shut up! | made a promise to Yukina yesterday! | swore I'd get her acquitted!" 


Did something happen after she went home with Yukina yesterday? The way Satsuki was 
blushing and asserting herself was unusual. It seemed she, too, had fallen for Yukina's charm. 


"So!? What are we going to do? There's gotta be something, right!?" 

| sighed and threw my hands up. 

"| don't know. All we can do is pray that Horiuchi brat doesn't catch on to this." 
"That's not very reassuring." 

No kidding. 

"By the way, what about that Yuko Okubo woman?" 

Satsuki said as if remembering something. 


"Wouldn't it be easier if we could break her alibi and make her the suspect again?" 


| waved my hand in dismissal once more. 

"You saw the trial today. Her alibi has been confirmed, and unless we have solid evidence, we 
can't even bring it up. If we do, the prosecution will shout 'Objection!’ and the jury's impression 
of us will only worsen." 

Kageno whistled and shrugged. 

"Oh dear, what a mess. Is this what they call being stuck between a rock and a hard place?" 

| completely agreed. 

Until yesterday, we had successfully refuted every witness the prosecution had presented. The 
gallery, the jury, and even the judge were undoubtedly sympathetic to our side. However, the 
tables had turned in just half a day. A new witness appeared, strengthening the suspicion 
against Yukina. The woman we tried to frame as the suspect had her alibi confirmed, and 
Horiuchi was getting cocky, saying whatever he pleased. Nothing was going our way. On top of 
that, we had just received information that could be interpreted as a new motive. 

Thinking about the current situation, | let out a sigh. 

"But you wouldn't abandon someone you're supposed to defend, would you?" 

"I ...Of course not." 

Kageno's casual words made me catch my breath. 

He was right. Whether or not we could prove Yukina's innocence now rested on my shoulders. 
It wasn't that | wanted to make some noble claim about not letting an innocent person take the 
blame. It was just that, no matter what that bastard Horiuchi said, there was no way Yukina 
could kill someone. Yukina, a murderer? Going to prison? Don't be ridiculous. 

| remembered Yukina's smiling face from when we were kids. And the taste of her cooking. 
Everything she made was delicious. From basic dishes like meat and potatoes, chicken and egg 
rice bowl, to miso soup with lots of ingredients, it was all good. 

Not being able to eat her food anymore? No way. 


Letting Horiuchi have his way? My pride wouldn't allow it. 


. Alright. 


"There we gol" 

A loud "crack" echoed through the room as my fist smashed through the cheap desk. 

".,.What was that for? You're so loud." 

Satsuki frowned, but | ignored her. 

"Got out of your funk?" 

Kageno asked, seemingly unfazed by my sudden outburst. 

| nodded, looking at the desk that was now in two pieces. 

"Just as you said. Even if we can't find any more evidence, there's still a way to appeal to their 
emotions. We have to do what we can. I'll go over the testimonies again and look for any holes. 
Kageno, you keep investigating too." 

He smirked and stood up, shoving his hands into his slacks pockets. 

"Got it, I'll do what | can. If | find any interesting evidence, you're buying me dinner." 

"Yeah, I'll treat you to something delicious." 

After seeing him off, | crossed my arms and began to think. 

We still had time until tomorrow's trial. 

"Hey, what are you thinking?" 

"Shut up, you be quiet." 

"Hmph." 

But for some reason, Satsuki was persistent this time. 

"Come on, tell me! I'm good at solving mysteries, you know?" 


She said, pulling on my left arm like a spoiled child. Even if she said she was good at solving 
mysteries, it was probably just from watching detective anime or something. 


| was about to tear this annoying kid off me and bury myself in thought again... when | suddenly 
remembered that this kid had a strange way of thinking for a middle schooler. 
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This must be what they call clutching at straws. 

"Fine, I'll let you in on it." 

"What, what is it!?" 

| started talking, as if wondering to myself. 

Yoshihiko Mori's new testimony today. He testified that he saw Yukina around 3 PM. There was 
nothing strange about the testimony itself, and | couldn't point out any major contradictions or 
doubts. If things continued like this, there was no doubt that it would be adopted as valid 
testimony. 

If that happened, it would mean that Yukina was at the apartment around the estimated time of 
Hirosuke Maruo's death, and the suspicion against her would become quite decisive. To make 
matters worse, it was a fact that Yukina had gone to that apartment, and Yukina herself had not 
denied the possibility that someone might have seen her at that time. 

Let's assume that the person Yoshihiko Mori saw was indeed Yukina. But even so, another 
question arises. Who was the "Yukina-like" person that Hirosuke Maruo's neighbor, the utility 


pole Munenori Kune, saw? 


Kune testified that he saw someone leaving the room. However, last night, Yukina said that she 
went to Hirosuke Maruo's room but didn't go inside. 


Kune saw the "Yukina-like" person coming out of Maruo's room around 3 pm. But Yukina didn't 
enter the room. 


Yoshihiko Mori also claimed to have seen Yukina around 3 PM. He had a clear view of her face, 
so there was a real possibility that it was Yukina leaving the apartment. 


"Hey, hey, aren't Yukina and Kune's stories contradicting each other?" 
"They are." 

It was a simple matter. Munenori Kune and Yukina's stories didn't add up. 
"But at the very least, I'm going to believe Yukina's words without question." 
"Right? Me too." 


If Yukina wasn't lying, then Kune's testimony had to be a mistake or a deliberate lie. 


Kune said that he heard sounds of a struggle coming from the next room, so he went outside 
and saw someone leaving Maruo's room. 


So what if this testimony, the parts about "hearing sounds of a struggle" and "seeing someone 
leaving Maruo's room," were lies? What if what Kune saw wasn't "Yukina leaving the room" but 
"Yukina just running away"? That would certainly make things add up. 

But that was all. The estimated time of death was around 3 PM. So even if the part about 
"seeing someone leaving Maruo's room" was a lie, if Yukina was near Maruo's room at 3 PM, 
the suspicion wouldn't be cleared. Besides, there was no reason for Kune to tell such a lie. 
"Then how about this?" 

Satsuki said confidently, raising her index finger as if she had thought of something. 

"The one who killed Hirosuke Maruo was actually Munenori Kune! It's true that Yukina went to 
Maruo's room. But she didn't go inside. Kune happened to see this, and after Yukina left, he 
entered the room and killed Maruo, calmly called the police, and testified that he saw Yukina 
running away. That's it, that's gotta be it!" 

She clenched her fists in front of her chest as if trying to convince me. 


She was right. If that was the case, then there was no contradiction in Mori seeing Yukina. 
However... 


"There's just one problem." 

"...What's that?" 

"We have no evidence or motive to suggest Kune was involved." 

"...Ugh." 

Satsuki crossed her arms and fell into deep thought. 

But she did have a point. | had no decisive evidence to turn the situation around either. Maybe | 
should just go with her theory, frame Munenori Kune as the culprit for now, and avoid the 


immediate crisis... 


| shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. 


No way. It might have worked yesterday, but not now, with the final trial approaching tomorrow. If 
| suddenly pointed at Kune and said, "You could be the culprit, you liar!", it would most likely end 
with "Objection! The defense attorney is badgering the witness" or "Dismissed for lack of 
evidence." 

If only | had evidence and a motive... | had just contacted Kageno, how much could he possibly 
find in half a day? We were already short on time, and there was a chance | was sending him on 
a wild goose chase. 

"Then how about this!?" 

Satsuki said, seemingly having another idea, with a strangely triumphant look on her face. 

"That Mori guy was lying!" 

"_..About what?" 

"It wasn't Yukina he saw at the apartment!" 

"And your basis for that is?" 

"Eh? Basis? Um, well..." 

| sighed. 

"I'm afraid that's not possible. Yukina herself hasn't denied the possibility of being seen, and 
there was nothing suspicious about his testimony. Besides, the judge and the jury completely 


believe him. We can't just claim he's lying without any concrete evidence." 


"But, but! We have to believe what Yukina said, right!? If Mori's testimony is true, then Yukina 
will be even more suspicious!" 


She was right. 

Satsuki had a point. We couldn't let Kune and Mori's testimonies stand as they were. 

If Mori was lying... then it was possible that the person he saw wasn't actually Yukina. But why 
would Mori lie and testify that he saw Yukina when there was no need for him to do so? It 
seemed more likely that he had indeed seen Yukina. 


...Wait a minute. 


Mori's testimony was that he "saw Yukina around 3 PM." 


| suddenly realized another possibility. 

Yoshihiko Mori. Yes, the reason today's trial became so complicated was that he suddenly 
appeared and testified that he had seen Yukina at the apartment around 3 PM. This single 
testimony had put Yukina and me in a tight spot. Conversely, if we didn't have this testimony, or 
if we could argue that someone else, such as Yuko Okubo, could have committed the crime... If 
only we could break Mori's testimony... 

"Mori's job was..." 

Import-export agent. He traveled back and forth between Japan and other countries for work... 
... That's it. 

| was sure of it. Mori was lying. 

"What's wrong? Did you figure something out?" 

Satsuki looked at me curiously as | suddenly fell silent. 

"...An encyclopedia... no, the internet would be better in this case." 

| stood up and headed for the exit. 

"H-Hey, where are you going?" 

"Back to the office." 

"I-I'm coming too!" 

This time, | didn't have time to argue with Satsuki about her tagging along. Ignoring her as she 
trotted after me, | left my office and headed for my car parked in the lot. | ignored Satsuki as she 


smoothly slid into the passenger seat and started the engine. 


There was one thing | didn't understand. Mori's lie — was it a deliberate lie, or was it just a 
mistake? 


If | was right, Mori would soon realize his mistake. And his subsequent testimony would 
undoubtedly be something that could confirm Yukina's innocence. So why did Mori testify to 
something he would soon realize was a mistake? 


If he was caught, he could be charged with perjury. There had to be a reason why Mori would go 
so far as to put us in such a difficult position... 


Could there be such a reason? 


October 25, 0:25 PM Yamashika Law Office 


"| Knew it..." 

| muttered as | moved the mouse. 

"| see, so that's it!" 

Satsuki said, peering at the monitor from beside me. 


That's right, Mori had deliberately lied — in other words, he had committed perjury. The reason 
was unclear, but there was no mistaking it. 


"We did it! Now we have a clear path to victory!" 

"Yeah. I've decided on tomorrow's strategy." 

Tomorrow, we'll go with the psychological warfare plan. We'll make everyone in the courtroom 
believe that Yukina is not capable of murder, and then we'll put Yukina on the stand. We'll have 
her testify about the discrepancy between her account and Mori's testimony, and then confront 
Mori with the facts I've just uncovered. It was sure to be an effective strategy. 


However, there were still problems. 


If we went with that battle of wits approach, everyone in the courtroom, including the jury, would 
have a good impression of us, except for Horiuchi. That was for sure. 


On top of that, if | pressed Mori, we might be able to gain a considerable advantage. However, 
while | could raise suspicions that Mori had committed perjury, | had no conclusive evidence. If 
Mori flatly denied it, that would be the end of it. Furthermore, if Horiuchi objected with 
"Objection! Speculative argument! Etc!", it could all be over. 

"Hey, hey." 

Satsuki tugged at my left sleeve. 

"Don't pull, you'll wrinkle it." 


"What are you talking about? It's already wrinkled enough!" 


| couldn't deny it. 


"So, what is it?" 

"If there's a lie in Mori's testimony, then maybe that woman is the suspicious one after all?" 
Now that she mentioned it... 

It was possible that what Mori saw was indeed Yukina. But then, could the "Yukina-like person" 
that Munenori Kune saw have been Okubo disguised as Yukina? But Okubo had an alibi of 


watching TV... 


| took out the videotape Horiuchi had given me from my briefcase, which | always carried with 
me. 


"What's that?" 
"It's the video Horiuchi gave us." 
"Oh, the alibi one." 


"Right. If we can break Okubo's alibi of watching TV around 3 PM, it could be the deciding 
factor. I'm going to watch the video." 


That's when | realized a glaring fact. 

"Hm? What's wrong? You suddenly look dumbfounded." 
"...1 don't have a VCR." 

Satsuki sighed dramatically and looked up at the ceiling. 
"Oh, dear..." 


| was sure | had one at home, but | didn't want to go back to that place, which was practically a 
garbage dump. And it would be ridiculous to go buy one now. 


| had no choice. 


| took my cell phone out of my inner breast pocket. | hadn't actually used it since yesterday, so | 
could just press the redial button. 


"Hello, Misumi speaking." 


"Ah, Mr. Misumi, it's Yamashika. I'm sorry to bother you so suddenly, but can | come over to 
watch a video?" 


October 25, 2:15 PM Misumi Residence 
"So you came all the way here just to watch a video?" 


Yukina said as she stirred the stew in the pot with a ladle. | had told her that Satsuki and | hadn't 
eaten lunch yet, and she immediately offered to make us something. 


"Well, it's fine, isn't it? You haven't seen the movie from the day of the incident either, have you, 
Yukina?" 


"No, not yet..." 

| sat cross-legged on the cushion in the living room adjacent to the kitchen, watching Yukina 
cook. Why is it that men are attracted to the sight of a woman wearing an apron, | wondered, 
pondering such a silly question. 

Yukina didn't seem too keen on my suggestion to watch the video. Well, | guess she wasn't in 
the mood to relax and watch a movie when her verdict, a step closer to being found guilty, might 
be handed down tomorrow. 

"Here you go." 

Yukina said, placing two bowls of fried rice on the table. 

"Oh, thanks. Looks delicious, as always." 

It looked like any other ordinary fried rice, but | liked that it had wieners in it. The flavor wasn't 
too strong, nor was it too bland. The rice wasn't too fluffy, nor was it too sticky. In short, it was 
delicious. 

If Kageno was here, he'd probably say, "You're just being biased." 

"Yay!" 

Satsuki cheered, grabbing a spoon. She was always coming up with clever ideas that ordinary 
people like me wouldn't think of, but for some reason, she turned into a regular kid in front of 
Yukina. 


"Okay, let's play it now." 


"Yeah, go ahead." 


Yukina turned on the TV and VCR in the corner of the living room and inserted the tape. 


The TV was about twenty inches. It was a typical, nondescript gray television that you would 
find in any ordinary home. 


"Speaking of which, where's your dad?" 
| asked, suddenly remembering. 
"| think he's working in his room." 


...Could it be that he was being considerate? Or maybe he was considering the possibility of us, 
two young people, being alone in this room...? 


No, no, no, no, | was Yukina's lawyer. He must have just not wanted our conversation, between 
a lawyer and his client, to be misconstrued as something scandalous. Besides, there was that 
nuisance, Satsuki, here. 


The movie started without a hitch. As Horiuchi had said, it seemed to be a straight recording of 
what had aired on TV, with the movie's title appearing and then immediately going into 
commercials. 


"It's just as Okubo said." 


Had it been about an hour? Yukina, who hadn't seemed very interested at first, was now 
completely engrossed in the movie, as if her movie-loving blood had been stirred. 


Indeed, the movie unfolded exactly as Okubo had testified. It was about a group of relatives 
fighting over the assets of a tycoon. There was even a scene where the main character was told 
by one of his relatives, "Don't go near Grandpa," to which he immediately replied, "Did 
something happen to Grandpa?" just as Okubo had said. And of course, there was the knives 
infomercial, the jewelry commercial aimed at women, and the storage shed commercial with the 
tagline "Strong enough to withstand an elephant." 


Soon, the movie was nearing its climax. 


The relatives, having learned that the vast fortune held by the protagonist's grandfather was 
actually mostly debt, left one after another. The protagonist also left once, but then, 
remembering his childhood days with his grandfather, he returned to his now bankrupt and 
penniless grandfather and suggested, "Let's live together." And so, the protagonist realized that 
there were more important things than money. And they all lived happily ever after. 


...In the end, it was clear that this was a cheap, foreign movie that aired in the afternoon. The 
development of the story seemed like a lie, as if it had been made in America, the epitome of 
the nouveau riche — or rather, capitalist — mentality. 

"See, money isn't everything!" 


| won't say who it was that said that with such emotion. 


Soon, the second TV shopping segment began, and as Okubo had said, this time it was for a 
fish grilling appliance. 


"So, Yukina, what did you think?" 


"Hmm, it was neither good nor bad... They sometimes show boring movies on Sunday 
afternoons, but this one was a bit lackluster..." 


Yet she had seemed quite engrossed in it... 


"| think it's partly because | already knew the plot, but the development was monotonous, 
predictable... But | guess it's fine if you can watch it for free." 


...Next time | ask Yukina out on a date, I'll make sure it's for an interesting movie. Watching 
Yukina speak so earnestly, that was all | could think about. 


"What about you, Mr. Zenko?" 

"| feel the same way." 

Sorry, Yukina. | just lied. 

The TV shopping segment seemed to be over, and a preview of next week's movie began. 
There was no point in watching next week's movie now, but Yukina didn't seem to mind, and she 
watched it all the way through before turning off the VCR and TV. It seemed like next week's 
movie was a detective story. | felt that it would have been more worthwhile to watch that instead. 


Yukina took out the tape and handed it to me. 


"Well, this was a waste of time. As expected, Horiuchi was right. The content, including the 
commercials, was exactly as Okubo had said. | was hoping to find at least one discrepancy..." 


"Yeah, it seems so..." 


| meant it as a casual remark, but it was too late when | realized my mistake. 


As if remembering what was to happen tomorrow, Yukina's face instantly clouded over. 
"B-But Yukina, it's okay!" 
Satsuki said, trying to sound cheerful, noticing the change in Yukina's demeanor. 


"| noticed something about that chubby guy, Yoshihiko Mori, who showed up today. Don't worry, 
tomorrow's trial will be a piece of cake! I'm here for you, so just relax and leave it to me!" 


Perhaps realizing that Satsuki was trying to cheer her up, Yukina smiled and said, "Thank you." 
It was an innocent smile, a mixture of maturity and childishness that could only be found on a 
girl who had just entered her twenties. But there was still a hint of anxiety in her eyes. | 
pretended to check if the tape was rewinding properly and casually looked away. 

...But to think that Satsuki would steal my role... 

"Don't worry, Yukina." 

| said, reassuringly, not to be outdone by Satsuki. 

"That shorty prosecutor might have gotten the better of us today, but it won't happen again 
tomorrow. I'm going to get him back for what he did today, including today's share. | won't be 


satisfied until | do." 


Yukina gave a wry smile as | exaggeratedly shrugged my shoulders. | wondered if she felt even 
a little bit better. 


It was probably best to keep quiet about my plan to turn the trial into a psychological battle. 
Knowing Yukina, she would probably tell me that she didn't want to trouble her friends and 
acquaintances like that. 

"And Yukina." 

| said, looking at Yukina straight in the eye with a serious expression. 

Yukina looked surprised by my sudden change in demeanor, but | continued without a care. 
"I'm going to have you take the stand tomorrow. Be prepared for it." 


Yukina's eyes darted around nervously for a moment, but then she nodded faintly. 


"Yes..." 


"Don't worry, I'm the only one who's going to question you. All you have to do is answer my 
questions honestly. Got it?" 


"Yes, | understand. But what about the cross-examination...?" 
| waved my hand dismissively. 


"Don't worry, | won't let that shorty prosecutor cross-examine you. | have to get him back for 
today. I'll show him what legal technique is all about." 


Yukina looked at me curiously, but she seemed to be convinced, nodding her head. 
"Oh, and one more thing." 
| grinned. 


"That defense counsel's table is on its last legs. It's probably going to break in half by tomorrow, 
so don't get too close to it." 


"You say the strangest things. You really don't care about resources, do you?" 
Yukina looked at me in disbelief, but then she burst into laughter. 

"Well, I'm going to go now. Thanks for lunch." 

"That was delicious, Yukina! Thank you for the meal!" 

As | stood up, Satsuki followed suit. 

"It's the least | could do. Please come again anytime." 

"Sure, | will." 

| turned to leave, but then | remembered something else and turned back to Yukina. 
"Yukina, I'd like to speak to your father for a moment. Which room is his?" 

Leaving Satsuki behind, | lightly knocked on the wooden door Yukina had pointed out to me. 
"Sir, you got a minute?" 

"Yamashika, is that you? Come in." 


Hearing his confirmation, | pushed the door open. 


The medium-sized room, which also served as his office, was spartan, furnished only with 
bookshelves overflowing with books, a large desk with a computer on it, and a chair. Well, he 
was in America most of the time, so it made sense that he wouldn't use it much. Even the 
computer looked to be about five years old. 

"Did you enjoy the movie?" 

"Yes, I'm sorry for intruding.” 

"You're welcome anytime." 

He said with a chuckle. 


"So, what did you want to talk to me about?" 


"Well, there's something | wanted to ask you. It's about your relationship with the victim in this 
case, Hirosuke Maruo's father." 


"The victim's father...?" 

| had expected him to gasp in surprise, but he just looked at me curiously. 

"Do you know anyone... who works at Akatsuki Bank...?" 

This time, as expected, he gasped. 

"Don't tell me... the loan manager...?" 

"Yes, that's right." 

He seemed to have understood everything from my words, his shoulders slumping in defeat. 
"From his last name, | had a feeling... but to think they were father and son..." 

| nodded. 


It seemed he hadn't known either. Well, it wasn't that surprising, when you thought about it. 
Even if he was a client, there was no need for him to know the name of his contact's son. 


"Sir, I'm Yukina's lawyer. | promise to keep this confidential, but | need you to tell me everything 
you know." 


He nodded weakly. 


"| have nothing to hide from you. How much do you know?" 
"This is just speculation from the detective | hired. 
You and Hiroshi Maruo were on opposite sides of a loan. Recently, your American branch has 


been struggling, and Hiroshi Maruo approached you with an offer for an illegal loan. In exchange 
for a bribe, of course. And you accepted." 


Silence descended upon the room. He looked as if he was confirming my suspicions. 
Finally, he gave a small nod. 

"That detective of yours... he's quite remarkable." 

He might be past his prime for the general public, but still. 

"Did Hiroshi Maruo approach you first?" 


"Yes. I'm not trying to make excuses, but he was the one who approached me. The economy's 
been in a slump, and as branch manager, | was in no position to refuse..." 


"Where did the bribe money come from? Company funds?" 

He shook his head. 

"| couldn't bring myself to do that. | paid it out of my own salary." 

"You were sending money to Yukina and paying bribes on top of that?" 

"Food is pretty cheap in America. You can save a lot if you put your mind to it." 

He said it casually. But | could easily imagine that it wasn't as easy as he made it sound. 
Like father, like son. The Maruos and the Misumis... both the same. 

"You were the one being threatened. We can work something out." 

| meant it as legal advice. But he just gave a weak laugh. 


"Haha... It's kind of you to say that as a lawyer... 


But | did commit a crime. It's not something | should say at a time like this, but I'm ashamed to 
face Yukina..." 


"The Yukina | know would never blame her own father for something like this." 
He remained silent, his head bowed. 


"There's a bigger problem. If the prosecution gets wind of this, it's going to be very 
troublesome..." 


My words seemed to startle him. | continued. 


"They'll argue that Yukina, knowing her father's predicament, approached Hirosuke Maruo to try 
and smooth things over, and when the talks broke down, she killed him in a fit of rage..." 


"N-No way...! It's all my fault! | only found out they were father and son just now! Yukina had no 
idea...!" 


| could only shake my head. 
"Unfortunately, the prosecution and the jury won't see it that way." 
"But... P-Please, Yamashika! | don't care what happens to me, but Yukina..." 


| had come to this room hoping to hear those words. | thought to myself, perhaps for a moment 
forgetting about Yukina's predicament. 


| nodded firmly, trying to reassure him. 

"I'll do everything in my power for Yukina. At least | Know the truth now. That's enough for now." 
"Thank you... I'm sorry... to think I'd drag you into this mess again..." 

"Don't worry about it. We're not out of options just yet." 


It was true that we now had another potential motive to worry about. If the prosecution caught 
wind of it, it would be a pain, to say the least. 


But we still had moves to play. | was sure of it. 


"Sir, | think the preliminary hearing will wrap up tomorrow. Today is probably the most anxious 
Yukina will be. Stay by her side." 


"| know, but..." 

He looked me straight in the eye. 

"| think | understand my daughter to a certain extent, too." 

He paused for a moment before continuing, 

"If possible, | would like you to stay by my daughter's side today..." 

After a short silence, 

"| Know how precious your time is right now. Just pretend you didn't hear that last part." 
"...If | find the time, I'll come back in the evening." 

It took all my composure to respond like that. 


October 25th, 4:42 PM Yamashika Law Office 


As soon as | got back to the office, | called Kageno on his cell. 

"What's up, you washed-up lawyer?" 

"I've made some progress on my end. How are things on yours, you lousy detective?" 
"Dead end." 

The lousy detective said curtly. 

Next to me, Satsuki was trying to eavesdrop on our conversation. 

"Well, nothing to it. Anyway, there's something | need you to look into." 

"Got it, let's hear it." 

| told Kageno about the doubts | had regarding Yoshihiko Mori's testimony. 


Specifically, Mori's statement that he "saw Yukina around 3 PM." What | wanted more than 
anything was proof that this testimony was false. 


"So you've noticed it too, huh?" 
"You too?" 
That was Kageno's first reaction after hearing the explanation. 


"Yeah. Actually, I'm on my way to the airport right now to see if | can find anything to back that 
up." 


"Sometimes | wonder what goes on in that head of his." 
Satsuki muttered. 


For once, | agreed with her. Not only had he already figured out what | had painstakingly 
deduced, but he was already on the move to search for evidence. 


".,.Did | just hear Satsuki's voice?" 


"Don't worry about it. Anyway, if you're already on it, then there's no time to waste. I'll leave it to 
you, Kageno." 


"Yeah, leave it to me. By the way, Yamashika." 

He stopped me before | could hang up, so | put the receiver back to my ear. 
"What is it?" 

"I've been thinking. That woman is the only one who could have done it." 
"You mean Yuko Okubo? Yeah, | definitely think she's suspicious, but..." 


"This is me talking as a detective. If you think so too, then there's no need to hesitate. Drag her 
back on the stand and grill her." 


"But... | saw the footage she was talking about. It played out exactly as she described. 
Unfortunately, her alibi-" 


"What are you talking about? Don't tell me you seriously believe watching TV is a valid alibi." 
| responded after a moment of thought. 
"Of course, | didn't think it would hold up at first. But the fact is-" 


He interrupted me once more. 


"| get it, | get it. Maybe | was being harsh. Sure, there might be people out there trying to pull 
that kind of alibi. But any alibi can be broken down if you dig deep enough, that's all I'm saying." 


"Yeah, that's true, but..." 


"Look, if you watched the video, think back. There has to be something, some element that 
dismantles her alibi." 


The video at the Misumi residence... Was there anything like that? 

| racked my brain for a moment, but nothing came to mind. 

"It played out exactly as Okubo described, every scene, every detail. What am | supposed to 
remember? Besides, that woman even remembered the commercials. It's clear she actually 
watched it. The more | think about it, the more convinced | am that Okubo's alibi is airtight." 

A heavy sigh traveled through the receiver. 

Kageno's blatant exasperation never failed to get under my skin. 

"Use your head, will you? Remember what she said in her testimony? She watches that movie 
almost every week when it airs. And if the sponsors are the same, the commercials are bound to 
be mostly the same every week, right?" 

"Ah..." 

"That's right!" 


Satsuki suddenly exclaimed beside me, her voice piercing my eardrum. 


"| thought they showed different commercials every time, but now that | think about it, if the 
sponsors are the same, there's no way they'd change that often!" 


"Yeah, you're right..." 

So that explained the mystery surrounding the commercials. But... 

"Ah." 

It was then, with that realization, that | finally grasped the point Kageno was trying to make. 


"| got it, | got it, | understand Okubo's alibi!" 


"Ugh, you're loud. Just be quiet if you understand." 


"How can | stay quiet at a time like this?! Alright, Kageno. | need you to find something, 
anything, to discredit Yoshihiko Mori's testimony, you got it?" 


"Got it. Later." 

With that, Kageno hung up. 

"Alright, with this-" 

| began, only to be struck by another, more daunting reality. 

"... This might be harder than | thought." 

"You sure change your tune quickly." 

Satsuki remarked with a hint of amusement. 

"One minute you're all fired up, the next you're deflated. What's wrong now?" 
"...Even if we figure out who the culprit is, we don't have a way to corner them." 


"Hold on, what happened to the lawyer who was grilling witnesses in court just yesterday? 
People can't lie in court, so just trip them up with their words like you did yesterday!" 


"But unless we present irrefutable evidence, they can simply claim they ‘don't recall' and there's 
nothing we can do. Besides, Satsuki, you were there in court today. You know what happened. 
Before we can even bring Okubo to the stand, we need to present concrete evidence linking her 
to the case. Sure, we can argue that 'questions have arisen regarding Yuko Okubo's alibi,’ and 
the judge might allow it. But the problem is..." 


"That shorty prosecutor, right?" 
Satsuki chimed in. 


"Exactly. We need to discredit Mori's testimony first, proving that someone other than Yukina 
could have entered Hirosuke Maruo's room. Questioning Okubo comes after. But if we manage 
to dismantle Mori's testimony, that shorty prosecutor will definitely come after us. And then it's 
over. He'll object to Yuko Okubo being called as a witness before we even get a word in. 


Besides, discrediting Mori's testimony is a similar hurdle. It would be great if Kageno could find 
new evidence, but if he can't, we'll have to proceed based on our assumptions. Who knows 
what will happen if they object..." 


"Oh, that's easy! All we have to do is make sure he doesn't say ‘objection,’ right?" 
Satsuki's words, though innocent, struck at the heart of the matter. 
But that was easier said than done. 


"If only it were that simple. You saw how that shorty prosecutor operates. He's just waiting for 
the slightest opportunity to shout ‘objection.” 


"Exactly! That's why we need to be smarter. The great Chinese general, Sun Tzu, wrote in his 
famous 'Art of War' that 'to win one hundred victories in one hundred battles is not the most 
skillful’. The best strategy is to see through your opponent's intentions and thwart them! We 
know he's going to say ‘objection,’ right? So we just need to make it so he doesn't need to say it, 
or make him lose the will to say it!" 

| let out a long, exasperated sigh. 

No matter how passionately she quoted from some book and how accurately she grasped the 
situation, her lack of experience shone through. Satsuki might have read countless books, but 
life wasn't a theoretical exercise. She had yet to learn that textbook logic didn't always apply in 
the real world. 

"Look, Satsuki, if it were that easy..." 

Wait a minute... 

Make him lose the will to say "objection?" 

"What is it? What's with that look?" 


Satsuki asked, peering at me as | sat there with my arms crossed in thought. 


For some reason, her words had triggered something in my mind. A possible solution, a risky 
maneuver | vaguely recalled from a case in America, began to take shape. 


It was a dirty tactic. 
An incredibly ruthless and underhanded method just to get one witness on the stand. 


But if it worked, it would undoubtedly swing the momentum in my favor. 


"Hello? Did you think of something?" 

| ignored her, grabbed my phone, and hit redial. 

"Hey, you useless detective." 

".,.What is it, you crooked lawyer?" 

"You said you had some connections in the police force, right?" 
"| Know a middle-aged detective, yes." 


"Good. Leak everything you can about Yukina and Hirosuke Maruo's father's relationship to him. 
Make sure it reaches that shorty prosecutor's ears." 


"What?!" 


Both Kageno and Satsuki seemed to be blindsided by my suggestion. 
"Is that okay?" 

"Are you sure about this?" 

They asked back at the same time. 


"At this point, it's either go for broke... or not. This is a gamble, that's for sure. But the odds are 
definitely in our favor." 


Kageno didn't question me further. 
"Fine, if you say so." 
It was a gamble, that much was true. But | was willing to bet on it. 


| knew Horiuchi's personality all too well. He was an experienced prosecutor who knew his way 
around the courtroom. He was sharp, relentless, and could smell weakness a mile away. 


However, he had one glaring flaw: if things didn't go his way, he'd lose his cool, his face would 
flush red, and his judgment would become clouded. 


| supposed | owed him one. It was time for Prosecutor Horiuchi to play the role of the flustered 
fool. 


There was just one problem: Yukina's old man. I'd have to convince him to cooperate, perhaps 
by promising him Yukina's freedom and a clean break from the Maruo family... 


"Anything else? My battery's running low, so make it quick." 

"That's all for now. Just keep digging for evidence to refute Mori's testimony." 
"Got it. Later." 

Kageno hung up. 

"Hey... do you think we can win?" Satsuki asked, her voice laced with concern. 


"Don't worry. If Kageno can find proof of Mori's perjury... with any luck, Yukina will be acquitted 
tomorrow." 


"Really?! That's great!" 

"But there's still one problem." 

Satsuki's expression, which had brightened with joy, suddenly turned sour. 
"There's still something else...?" 


"Even if Kageno manages to discredit Mori's testimony, we still have one problem. We don't 
have any definitive proof that Yuko Okubo killed Hirosuke Maruo." 


If Mori's testimony fell apart, Okubo's alibi would crumble. Then, based on Munenori Kune's 
testimony, my hypothesis presented in court yesterday — that Okubo, disguised as Yukina, left 
Maruo's room around 3 PM — would hold true. However, these were all just circumstantial 
speculations. | desperately needed evidence directly linking Okubo to the murder. 


As the white-suited medical examiner testified, the perpetrator stabbed the victim from the front. 
It was almost certain that they were showered in a significant amount of blood splatter. 
However, Kune testified that the person who fled didn't appear to have any blood on them. 
Besides, if someone covered in blood were to walk around, they would immediately attract 
attention. In other words, Okubo must have covered herself with something like a raincoat or 
plastic sheet when she committed the crime. 


"Then, shouldn't that bloodstained coat be somewhere?" 


"It's probably long gone. Okubo would have disposed of it immediately." 
"Ugh..." 


Something tangible, something that could be used as evidence of Okubo's murder, or at least 
her intent or plan to kill... 


"Ah..." 
As | thought that far, | realized something else. 


It was practically impossible to find physical evidence of the murder at this point. Too much time 
had passed. 


However, evidence that Okubo intentionally planned to kill Hirosuke Maruo — that might be a 
different story. 


| glanced at my watch. It wasn't even five o'clock yet. If | hurried, there was still time to gather 
the witnesses | needed to confront Okubo in court tomorrow. 


Good things don't come in twos. Bad things happen twice, three times, four times. But 
sometimes, good things do happen again. 


With that thought, | began rummaging through the bookshelf. 
"What are you looking for?" 

Satsuki asked, tilting her head. 

"The phone book." 


October 25th, 9:20 PM, Misumi Residence 


"You came." 


The man said, holding the door open with one hand. It was getting late, and he was already 
dressed in a gray robe, probably getting ready for bed. 


All the preparations for tomorrow were complete. After sending Satsuki home, | had headed 
straight here. 


"Judging by your expression, it seems you've had some good luck." 


"Yes, you could say that. Please leave tomorrow's trial to me." 


"Come in. Yukina should be in the living room." 


With that, the old man ushered me inside. He led me to the living room, the same one | had 
been in earlier that day. 


"Yukina, Yamashika is here," he called out. 


Yukina, who was watching the news with a teacup in her hand, looked up at me, startled by the 
unexpected visit. 


"Mr. Zenko? At this hour...?" 

"Ah, just a quick visit." 

"Please, have a seat. I'll make some tea." 

She offered, standing up and heading towards the kitchen. 

"Yukina, I'll be in my study. Go to bed early after Yamashika leaves." 

Her father instructed from the doorway. 

"Okay, | understand." 

Hearing her response, her father turned to leave when | called out to him in a low voice. 
"Sir, there's something important | need to discuss with you later..." 

He stopped in his tracks and looked back at me. He nodded silently and left the living room. 
"Mr. Zenko, here you go." 


As | sat on a cushion, Yukina placed a teacup and a small plate with a sweet rice ball on it in 
front of me. 


"| was bored at home, so | made some." 
She added, sounding slightly embarrassed. 
"| see. Well then, I'll gladly accept your hospitality." 


Green tea and Japanese sweets were a classic pairing. | wasn't sure if it was a universal truth, 
but it was certainly ingrained in my mind. 


However, a girl who made sweets at home... That was a rarity in this day and age. 

If anyone were to ask me what made this girl do such a thing — a question that would be 
completely misunderstood if taken out of context —, | would have to say it was my fault for 
always recommending green tea to Yukina. 

Of course, | wouldn't be so uncouth as to comment on the taste of Yukina's homemade sweet 
rice balls now. | simply ate it in silence, savoring the flavor. Yukina watched me eat, a happy 
smile on her face. 


It was a scene that hadn't changed since we were younger. 


My relationship with Yukina began when | was in my second year of high school, and she was in 
junior high. 


When | heard about the accident that took Yukina's mother's life, | rushed over to her house 
immediately, as we were neighbors. 


Yukina's father was busy with funeral arrangements, so | was the one who stayed by Yukina's 
side as she cried her heart out. 


| racked my brains for a way to comfort Yukina, who couldn't stop crying, but | couldn't think of 
anything appropriate. As a naive high school student, | tried to understand what it must be like 
for Yukina, who was now alone with her father. Finally, in desperation, | said. 


"Think of me as your brother. That way, you'll have a family of three again." 


The moment | said it, | regretted my clumsy choice of words. But to my surprise, Yukina stopped 
crying. 


After the funeral, when Yukina finally calmed down, she said to me. 

"Thank you, big bro..." 

| didn't mind being called her brother. However, | was embarrassed and responded gruffly. 
"D-Don't worry about it. It was nothing." 

Yukina simply replied, "But..." with an apologetic look. 


Seeing her troubled expression, | blurted out: 


"W-well then... how about this? Every now and then, you can treat me to something delicious as 
a thank you. My diet has been terrible lately." 


And so, Yukina diligently kept her promise. 


She went on to university, and due to certain circumstances, | became a lawyer. It was around 
that time that we started seeing less of each other. 


Well, | couldn't let Yukina depend on me forever. Even if we met less often, the only thing that 
would be affected was my diet, which might even be a good thing for Yukina, as it would give 


her a chance to become more independent. 


Yukina was beautiful and kind. As her brother, | had thought that she would find a boyfriend 
someday... 


But with this incident, upon learning that she had had a boyfriend, | found myself feeling jealous. 
| guess that's just how it was. 


Lost in thought, | hadn't realized that our conversation had come to a standsiill. 
Sensing the awkward atmosphere, | stood up abruptly. 

"W-Well, | should be going." 

"Eh—?" 


She looked at me in surprise. It was understandable. | had come to visit late at night, only to eat 
a rice ball and leave immediately. 


Standing there, | told her, 


"Yukina, | found more than enough new witnesses this afternoon. You don't have to worry about 
tomorrow anymore. 


Get some sleep and be ready for tomorrow. We can think about everything else after you're 
acquitted. Okay?" 


Yukina chewed on my words for a good three seconds before nodding firmly. 
"Okay." 
"I'll say goodbye to your father and be on my way. Thanks for the rice ball." 


"Goodnight, Mr. Zenko." 


Had | really managed to comfort her with just those words? | couldn't help but wonder. But there 
was no going back now. | left the living room and headed towards her father's study. 


This was my second visit here today. Her father's study — or was it his private room or office? 
Well, it didn't really matter. 


As | had done earlier, | knocked lightly on the wooden door. 

"Sir, may | come in?" 

"Yes, come in." 

| opened the door. 

The man in the robe closed the book he had been reading and placed it face down on his desk. 
"Sorry for tonight. | didn't mean to make you come over at this hour." 

"It was no trouble at all, sir. | simply wanted to check on Yukina and ended up having some tea." 
The man forced a chuckle. 

"Even that much means a lot to Yukina right now. You can trust a father's word on that." 

| had no words. 

"But | doubt you came all this way just to bid me good night, did you?" 

"Right. You said it yourself this afternoon, didn't you? That you'd do anything for Yukina." 
Without a moment's hesitation, the man nodded firmly. 

"If there's anything | can do to help my daughter, | won't hesitate." 

His words were resolute, devoid of any doubt or hesitation. This made things easier for me. 
Taking a breath, | began, 


"Sir, on the afternoon of October 21st, the day of the incident, around 3 PM, where were you 
and what were you doing?" 


Chapter 5: Tactical Judgment 


October 26th, 10:00 AM, Local District Court, Courtroom No. 2 


"We will now resume the preliminary hearing." 
Announced the presiding judge Kenta Shudo. 
Today, the trial would conclude. Of course, |, Yamashika, had no doubt that Horiuchi would lose. 


Looking back, this whole trial felt like an elaborate play we were forced to perform, a far cry from 
a genuine pursuit of justice. 


Perhaps buoyed by his perceived success in steering the proceedings yesterday, Prosecutor 
Horiuchi seemed to radiate an air of triumph, a stark contrast to my own certainty of his 
impending downfall. He even dared to shoot me smug glances from time to time. 


Well, considering what | was about to do to him, | could forgive his arrogance. | even feel a pang 
of sympathy for him, unable to send those demeaning looks without puffing up his short stature. 


The gallery was packed, buzzing with anticipation. | had heard that they even resorted to a 
lottery for the limited seats. Our little courtroom drama had garnered quite the audience. But 
today, this public attention played in my favor. The presence of a large crowd often has a 
subduing effect on individual emotions, a phenomenon that, | was sure, extended to the jury as 
well. 


As usual, Satsuki was there, seated amongst the spectators, waving at me and Yukina. Whether 
she possessed extraordinary luck or had, once again, bent the rules to secure her spot, | wasn't 
sure, nor did | have the energy to ask. 

"Defense counsel, you may begin." 

"Thank you, Your Honor." 

| responded, rising to my feet. 

"Today, we aim to demonstrate the true character of the defendant. We intend to prove to 
everyone present in this courtroom that she is incapable of committing such a heinous crime. To 


that end, the defense has prepared a witness who will testify to this fact." 


Horiuchi abruptly stood up 


"Counsel Yamashika, this is a preliminary hearing, not an opportunity for grandstanding. You 
should proceed directly to calling the witness." 


"Now, now, Prosecutor Horiuchi." 
The judge interjected calmly. 


"| believe in upholding the presumption of innocence, and as such, | am inclined to grant the 
defense a certain degree of leeway. Let's start things smoothly." 


His words seemed to further displease Horiuchi, who sat down with a disgruntled huff. 

...| had lost a chance to needle him further, but | pushed that thought aside and continued. 
"The first witness is Ms. Yukiko Yano." 

An elderly woman, who could only be described as a "grandmotherly figure," entered the 
courtroom. Her face, etched with countless wrinkles, spoke of a long and eventful life, though 


her straight back and determined expression hinted at an unyielding spirit. 


Yukina, who knew the witness personally, shot me a confused look. But this was not the time for 
explanations. It was crucial that the witnesses | called remained a surprise, even to her. 


| turned to address the witness. 
"Ms. Yukiko Yano, correct?" 
"Yes." 


Came her voice, a low, gravelly sound that nevertheless commanded attention. One could 
easily imagine it booming with surprising force if she were to raise her voice. 


"And your occupation?" 

"I'm retired. My husband and | live on our pensions." 

"You reside near the defendant's home, is that correct?" 

"Yes, that's right. Our houses face each other across the street." 
"Could you tell us about the defendant's character?" 


"She's a very good girl." 


"Could you be more specific?" 

"She always greets me politely whenever we cross paths. My husband has difficulty walking and 
uses a wheelchair. Whenever he struggled with the step leading into our house, that child would 
rush out of her home to help him. And that's not all. She often shares delicious food with us, 
saying she got her hands on good ingredients. And it's not just us; she does the same for the 
whole neighborhood—" 

"Objection!" 

Horiuchi interjected, rising to his feet, his face red with frustration. 

"The witness's testimony is irrelevant to the case at hand—" 

| slammed my fist on the table, effectively cutting him off. 


"Your Honor, | merely wish for the court to understand the kind of person the defendant truly is." 


"While | acknowledge the defense's intent, | believe further elaboration on the previous line of 
questioning is unnecessary." 


"Understood, Your Honor. | will rephrase my question." 

Turning back to Ms. Yano, | gestured towards Yukina with my right hand. 

"Ms. Yano, this young woman is the defendant in this murder case." 

Without missing a beat, the elderly woman declared, 

"That's impossible! She would never do such a thing!" 

"Objection, Your Honor! The witness is speculating—" 

"Silence!" 

This time, it was Ms. Yano who silenced Horiuchi. 

"I've been sitting here quietly, listening to you badmouth that poor girl without knowing a thing 
about her! And when | try to speak, you interrupt me again and again! It's absolutely outrageous 


that someone like you is trying to pin a crime on Yukina! You should be ashamed of yourself!" 


"What...!" 


"How on earth could Yukina be a murderer?! Honestly, the police are paid with our tax money; 
they should be doing a better job! Do you even have a brain in that head of yours? You seem to 
be lacking in more than just height!" 


Her words were like a verbal slap to the face. Laughter erupted from the gallery, and Horiuchi, 
beet red, could only sputter in response. 


"Y-Your Honor, the p-prosecution—" 

The judge shook his head as if to say, "Oh, brother." 

"Prosecutor Horiuchi, | understand what you're trying to say, so please calm down for now. 
Court reporter, please remove the witness’s previous testimony from the record. Jurors, please 
disregard the witness’s most recent testimony. Defense Attorney Yamashika, if you have no 
other important questions for this witness, | would like to conclude the questioning." 


| raised my index finger towards the judge. 


"Then, just one more thing. Ms. Yano, on the day of the incident, October 21st, around 3 PM, 
did you happen to see the defendant around your residence?" 


"Are you trying to prove an alibi? Let me tell you, if saying 'yes' means that Yukina will be 
acquitted, I'll gladly say 'yes'!" 


"Objection! Objection! Objection! | warn you, witness! We could prosecute you for perjury!" 
"What are you talking about? So what you're saying is that you're threatening me!?" 

"Wha—" 

Horiuchi was once again speechless, and laughter erupted from the gallery. 

Of course, Horiuchi's statement was merely a warning, not a legitimate threat that constituted a 
crime. However, his legal jargon was lost on Ms. Yano, a woman wise in the ways of the world 
despite her lack of formal legal knowledge. 


"Order! Order in the court!" 


The judge slammed his gavel, finally silencing the courtroom. It took a while for the laughter to 
subside completely. 


"Y-Y-Your Honor! The prosecution requests the removal of this witness!" 


"Granted. Does the defense have any objections?" 


"None, Your Honor. Ms. Yano, thank you for your time." 
"Honestly, calling me here only to tell me to leave... this place is awfully busy." 


She grumbled as she made her way out of the courtroom, her commentary continuing even as 
she left. 


"Hmph. Poor Yukina. To think she's being falsely accused by that... man." 


Snickers rippled through the gallery once more. Horiuchi, his face a shade of crimson that would 
put a boiled octopus to shame, glared daggers at the departing Ms. Yano. 


"G-Grandma..." 

Yukina murmured, a mixture of gratitude and embarrassment coloring her voice. 

"The next witness is Ms. Akiko Ando." 

A young woman, around Yukina's age, entered the courtroom. While not as strikingly beautiful 
as Yuko Okubo, she possessed a certain charm — a petite frame without a hint of excess 
weight and her hair tied in a ponytail. Her demeanor exuded a quiet confidence. 


Yet, for a moment, she showed Yukina a warm, friendly smile. 


Yukina herself seemed shocked to see a familiar face, her gaze flicking back and forth between 
me and the new witness. 


"Please state your name and occupation for the court." 

"Akiko Ando, university student. | attend the same university as Yukina." 
"Ms. Ando, could you tell us about your relationship with the defendant?" 
"We've been best friends since high school." 

She declared without a moment's hesitation. 


How many people could say that with such conviction, | wondered? Most would shy away from 
such a bold statement, fearing embarrassment or misinterpretation. But not Ando. 


"Let me ask you directly, Ms. Ando. What kind of person is the defendant?" 


"She's an amazing cook, kind to everyone, and incredibly thoughtful. She's my best friend, and 
I'm prouder of that fact than anything else." 


Beside me, Yukina lowered her head, a blush creeping up her cheeks. Aki's words, though 
heartfelt, were undoubtedly embarrassing for someone like Yukina, who preferred to avoid the 
spotlight. Yet, their impact on the jury was undeniable. Such a genuine declaration carried far 
more weight than any legal jargon or circumstantial evidence. 

"Would you describe her as someone capable of murder?" 

"Absolutely not!" 


Ando's voice rang through the courtroom, firm and resolute. 


"Ask a hundred people who know Yukina, and you'll get the same answer a hundred times over. 
The only exception might be that short, grumpy man trying to pin a crime on her." 


"Objection, Your Honor!" 

"Sustained. Please strike the last statement from the record." 
"Your Honor." 

| interjected, turning to face him. 


"Just to clarify, 'the last statement’ refers only to the part about 'the short, grumpy man trying to 
pin a crime on her,’ correct?" 


| made sure to emphasize the offending phrase. 

"...Yes, that is correct." 

"Understood. | have no further questions." 

| could see Horiuchi glaring at me resentfully, but he was of no concern to me now. 
| turned back to the witness. 


"Let me ask a question to assuage Prosecutor Horiuchi's concerns. Mr. Ando, did | instruct you 
beforehand to criticize Prosecutor Horiuchi in your testimony?" 


Ando shook her head exaggeratedly and replied with feigned innocence. 


"No. | simply stated my honest feelings. Anyone who knows Yukina knows that she's not the 
kind of person who would kill someone." 


"That's all for my questions, Prosecutor Horiuchi. Your cross-examination, please." 
"| have no questions!" 

Horiuchi shouted angrily. 

We've got this in the bag. 

Glancing over, | noticed Yukina with her head bowed, her hands covering her eyes. 
| whispered to her, 

"You have a good friend, Yukina." 


My words seemed to break a dam within her. Tears welled up in her eyes and streamed down 
her cheeks. 


"Y-Yeah..." 

She was shedding tears of joy. 

"We're almost there. Stay strong." 

She nodded silently, wiping away her tears. 

The atmosphere in the courtroom had shifted palpably. With the exception of a few stony faces, 
everyone's gaze towards Yukina softened with sympathy. Even the judge seemed moved by her 
display of emotion. Conversely, the looks directed at the prosecution were laced with 
disapproval. Horiuchi, his face now a mask of frustrated anger, could only clench his jaw and 
seethe. 

The stage was set. 


"The next witness is Mr. Shusaku Uchiumi." 


A man in his late thirties, dressed in a sharp suit that belied any hint of middle-aged spread, 
entered the courtroom. He had a quiet, unassuming air about him. 


"Professor..." 


Yukina breathed, her eyes widening in surprise. 


| had deliberately kept her in the dark about today's witnesses. It was crucial to maintain the 
element of surprise, to showcase the genuine nature of their testimonies. 


And it seemed to be working perfectly. 

"Please state your occupation for the court." 

| requested, beginning my third questioning of the day. 

"lam a university professor specializing in archaeology." 
"Could you tell us about your relationship with the defendant?" 
"She is one of my students." 

"What kind of student is she?" 


"She attends every lecture diligently and always brings homemade treats for everyone during 
fieldwork and excavations. She's a kind and thoughtful student, well-liked by all." 


"Would you describe her as someone capable of murder?" 


"Absolutely not! | could believe she saved someone's life, but never that she took one. You'd 
have better luck convincing me that dinosaurs still roam the earth." 


"Thank you, Professor. Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may cross-examine." 
"No questions!" 

He barked again. 

"The next witness is Ms. Sachiko Chiyoda." 

A woman in her late forties or early fifties entered the courtroom. 
"Please state your occupation for the court." 

"lam a middle school teacher." 

"And your relationship with the defendant?" 


"| was her homeroom teacher when she was in seventh grade." 


"What kind of student was she?" 


"She wasn't particularly remarkable in terms of academics, but she was well-liked by everyone, 
both boys and girls. She never caused any trouble. 


And then, if | recall correctly, it was during the second semester when her mother passed away 
in an accident. Less than a week later, she returned to school, her usual cheerful self. She was 
a strong and kind girl." 

"Do you believe the defendant is capable of murder?" 

"No." 


Ms. Chiyoda shook her head emphatically. 


"I've been a teacher for almost thirty years, and | believe I've developed a good eye for my 
students. She would never do such a thing." 


"Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may cross-examine." 
"No questions!" 


| called two more witnesses to the stand: Yukina's high school teacher and one of her seniors 
from her part-time job. 


"What kind of person is the defendant?" 

"She is a caring and kind young woman." 

"Do you believe the defendant is capable of murder?" 

"No, | cannot imagine her ever doing such a thing." 

"Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may cross-examine." 

"No questions!" 

The same pattern repeated itself. Including Ms. Yano, | had called five witnesses in total, all of 
whom testified to Yukina's good character and vehemently denied the possibility of her 
committing murder. The impact of their testimonies was undeniable. After hearing such heartfelt 
accounts in such a short span of time, anyone would start to doubt the accusations against 


Yukina. Moreover, Horiuchi, the prosecutor, was completely unable to conduct any 
cross-examinations. 


Horiuchi's frustration was palpable. The atmosphere in the courtroom, the expressions on 
everyone's faces — it was clear that he needed to make a move, and fast. 


It was time to return the favor from yesterday. 
"| would now like to call Mr. Touya Misumi, the defendant's father, to the stand." 
| could tell that Horiuchi smirked with satisfaction at that. 


This is without a doubt the biggest reason why Horiuchi always loses to me: he wears his heart 
on his sleeve. 


The judge, however, looked surprised. 


"Counsel Yamashika, you are aware that spouses and immediate family members are ineligible 
to testify as witnesses, are you not?" 


"Of course, | am well aware of that, Your Honor. And yet, | wish to call him to the stand. 
Naturally, if Prosecutor Horiuchi objects, | will withdraw my request." 


Perhaps influenced by the flow of the proceedings thus far, the judge seemed to ponder my 
request. 


"Hmm. Prosecutor Horiuchi, what are your thoughts? If you object, | will not permit him to 
testify." 


However, the shorty prosecutor, with a confidence that seemed to belie his stature, declared, 
"No, Your Honor. The prosecution will not object. Let the defense proceed as they see fit." 
The judge's eyebrows shot up in surprise, but he nonetheless instructed the bailiff, 

"Very well. Please call the witness." 

Moments later, the middle-aged man took his place on the witness stand. 


"Mr. Misumi, your wife, the defendant's mother, passed away when she was in middle school, 
correct?" 


"Yes... It was a difficult time for my daughter. While | was away at work, she took care of 
everything at home, from the laundry to cooking meals..." 


"As her father, how would you describe your daughter?" 


"|... | moved to America for work about a year ago and haven't lived with Yukina since." 

His voice was tinged with sadness. 

"She was already in university when | left, but | was worried about leaving her alone in Japan. 
However, after hearing the testimonies today..." 

He choked back a sob, raising a hand to cover his eyes. 

"More than anything, | am proud that she has grown into such a well-loved young woman..." 
His trembling voice brought tears to Yukina's eyes. 

| wouldn't be surprised if there were a few teary-eyed spectators in the gallery as well. This was 
a melodrama starring the Misumi family, directed by yours truly. While | hadn't wanted to exploit 
Yukina's character in this way, | had to admit it was effective courtroom theatrics. 

This tactic had only been possible because the defendant was Yukina, someone genuinely 
loved by those around her. If it were me or Kageno on trial, the best we could hope for was a 
dozen witnesses coming forward to testify that they had been 'beaten up' in the past. 

"Thank you. Prosecutor Horiuchi, you may cross-examine." 


Horiuchi, who had risen to his feet with a disgruntled expression, suddenly smirked, his eyes 
locking with mine before he began his questioning. 


"Mr. Misumi, you are employed at the American branch of Takao Corporation, correct?" 
The man's face hardened. 
"_..Yes, that is correct." 


"And you hold the position of CEO, or branch manager in layman's terms, at that American 
branch, yes?" 


"That's right." 


"Now then, regarding the victim in this case, Mr. Hirosuke Maruo's father, do you have any 
knowledge of him?" 


| slammed my hand on the table, following proper courtroom procedure. 
"Objection! That question is irrelevant to this case!" 
Horiuchi turned to the judge. 


"Your Honor, if you allow me to continue this line of questioning, you will soon understand its 
deep relevance to this case." 


"Very well. On the premise that this question will clarify the relevance, | will overrule the 
objection. You may proceed." 


"...No." 

After a moment of silence, the old man answered. 
"Do you truly not know?" 

"Yes." 

The old man gave a weak nod. 


"Then, let me ask you a different question. The American branch you work for has received a 
loan from a certain bank, correct?" 


"...Yes, that's right." 
"Could you tell me the name of that bank?" 
"It's the Akatsuki Bank." 


"When you received the loan from that bank, you must know the name of the loan officer who 
handled the transaction, right?" 


"| object!" 


| slammed my fist on the desk again. A dull thud echoed... This desk is probably nearing the end 
of its life too. 


"Prosecutor Horiuchi said he would quickly clarify the connection to this case, but | see no 
connection at all!" 


Horiuchi shrugged and said, 


"Your Honor, this question is crucial. If you answer this question, you will immediately 
understand the connection to this case." 


"...Very well, then, on the premise that the connection will be clear by answering this question, | 
overrule the objection. Please continue." 


"Mr. Misumi, please answer the question. You are aware of the name of the loan manager at 
Akatsuki Bank, are you not? As the branch manager, it's impossible for you not to know." 


The old man remained silent. Horiuchi watched him silently, but the judge intervened. 
"Witness, please answer the question. | don't believe it's a question you cannot answer." 
"... Hiroshi Maruo." 

A wave of murmurs washed over the courtroom. 

Horiuchi, with a triumphant glint in his eyes, pressed on. 


"You are aware that the victim in this case is named Hirosuke Maruo, correct? The same Maruo 
surname. A coincidence, perhaps?" 


"In fact, they were father and son. Were you unaware of this?" 
"... |was not aware." 

"Is that so?" 

"Objection! The witness has answered the question!" 
"Sustained." 

Horiuchi shrugged. 


"Now, for the next question. We've looked into your company's financial situation. It doesn't 
seem to be doing very well." 


"...1 refuse to testify.” 


Though he refused to answer directly, his response spoke volumes. 

"However, your company has been operating at a loss for the past few years, hasn't it?" 
"Hasn't it?" 

"Witness, please answer the question." 

The judge instructed. 

"...1 refuse to testify." 

The judge looked at Mr. Misumi with a puzzled expression. 


"Why is that? | understand it's a difficult question to answer, but | don't believe it's one you 
cannot answer." 


| rose to my feet. 


"Your Honor, a witness is not obligated to answer a question if it could potentially incriminate 
them." 


The judge's puzzled expression shifted to me. 


"Indeed, there may be some resistance to testifying that a company one manages is in debt. 
However, | don't believe answering this question would necessarily incriminate the witness." 


"Your Honor," 

Horiuchi interjected. 

"We suspect that there was an illicit relationship between this witness and the victim's father." 
The judge's eyebrows shot up once more, his gaze fixed on Horiuchi. 

".,.What do you mean?" 

"The American branch he manages is not doing well financially. They've been operating at a 


loss for the past year. Despite this, they've continued to receive the same amount of funding 
from Akatsuki Bank. This is an undeniable fact. 


Furthermore, we've discovered that Hiroshi Maruo's lifestyle saw a significant upturn around the 
same time that Mr. Misumi's company began experiencing financial difficulties. Despite earning 
an average salary, he purchased a new car and even bought an apartment for his child. 


Therefore, we cannot help but suspect that the witness, in exchange for fraudulent loans, 
provided bribes to the victim's father, Hiroshi Maruo." 


A wave of gasps and murmurs rippled through the courtroom, reaching even the jury box. | 
slammed my hand on the table to quell the murmuring. 


"Objection! This is pure speculation on the prosecution's part, with no relevance to the case at 
hand! Furthermore, based on the right against self-incrimination, the witness is under no 


obligation to answer any further questions!" 


"... While | find the prosecution's line of questioning intriguing, | must agree with the defense's 
objection. Prosecutor Horiuchi, do you have any counterarguments to the defense's objection?" 


Horiuchi shrugged, shaking his head. 
"Unfortunately, we have no choice but to concede to the defense's objection." 


"Then, as the defense has argued, it is inadmissible in this court. | will strike your previous 
statement from the record—" 


"Hold on, Your Honor." 
Horiuchi interrupted, clutching several sheets of paper. 


"Your Honor, | have contacted the Chief Prosecutor and received documentation granting this 
witness immunity from any crimes that may arise from his answers to the questioning." 


With that, Horiuchi presented a document to the judge. 

"| have a copy for the defense as well." 

The document, signed by the Chief Prosecutor, Hideki Yukimura, officially granted Mr. Misumi 
immunity from prosecution, guaranteeing that any testimony given would not be used against 
him in any future legal proceedings. 

"Hmm, | see. In that case—" 


The judge nodded, then addressed Mr. Misumi. 


"Witness?" 


"Y-Yes, Your Honor?" 


"This document guarantees immunity for any crimes revealed through your testimony. In other 
words, you cannot be prosecuted based on your answers here. Do you understand?" 


"Uh, yes. | think so..." 
"A vague answer won't suffice." 
The judge sounded slightly irritated. 


"Please answer with a 'yes' or 'no.' | don't believe this is a difficult concept to grasp, but if your 
answer is 'no,' | can elaborate further." 


"I-| understand. Yes." 


"Very well. This court recognizes your right to immunity for any testimony provided. In exchange, 
you are obligated to answer the prosecution's questions truthfully. Is that agreeable?" 


| slammed my hand on the table. 

"Objection, Your Honor! The defense objects!" 

"| recognize this as a legal procedure. Objection overruled." 

The judge stated curtly. 

Horiuchi smirked at me before addressing the judge. 

"May | continue the questioning?" 

"Please, proceed." 

Horiuchi turned back to the witness, his eyes resembling those of a hyena eyeing its prey. 
"Mr. Misumi, did your company receive fraudulent loans?" 

"Witness, answer the question." 


The judge prompted. 


But the old man remained silent. 


"| must warn you, you have been granted immunity. Failure to answer the question will be 
considered contempt of court." 


"..Yes, we did." 

Murmurs rippled through the gallery. 

Horiuchi, with an air of triumph, continued. 

"Did you bribe Mr. Hiroshi Maruo?" 

"Yes." 

"Who initiated the bribe? Was it you, or did Mr. Maruo make a demand?" 

"It was Mr. Maruo who made the demand." 

"And in exchange for these bribes, you continued to receive fraudulent loans, correct?" 
"Yes." 

"Were these bribes paid by the company, or were they personal contributions?" 
"| paid them out of my own pocket." 

"How much was each payment?" 

"Answer the question." 

"Generally... around 2,000 dollars per month." 

Gasps and murmurs, indistinguishable from one another, arose from the gallery. 


"So, you were forced to pay 2,000 dollars every month? And yet, you still managed to send 
money to your daughter?" 
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"That must have been difficult. Forgive my bluntness, but even as a branch manager, | doubt 
your salary is that high, especially in this economy." 


"...L. cut back on my living expenses and worked extra hours." 

"| see, how very difficult for you. That must have put a significant strain on your life." 
Seeing Mr. Misumi's silence, Horiuchi nodded in satisfaction. 

"Your daughter, the defendant in this case, wasn't aware of this, was she?" 
Mr. Misumi looked at Horiuchi with surprise. 

"N-No, that's not possible! She couldn't have known!" 

"Are you certain? Can you say that with absolute certainty?" 

"|... well, that is..." 

"Yes or no, please." 

"You can't say for sure, can you? 

Then, isn't it possible to consider this scenario? 


The defendant, your kindhearted daughter, could have known about your struggles? And 
knowing that, she approached Hirosuke Maruo to try and alleviate your situation?" 


"N-No, that's not true!" 
Horiuchi chuckled at Mr. Misumi's outburst. 
"That concludes my cross-examination!" 


"Order! Order!" the judge shouted, struggling to be heard over the commotion in the gallery. The 
revelation had clearly caused a stir. 


A new motive had emerged. Horiuchi, his composure fully restored, returned to his seat, 
occasionally glancing at me. 


"...Your Honor, there is one last thing | would like to add." 
Mr. Misumi suddenly spoke up, still on the witness stand. 
"...Very well. Does this pertain to the case?" 


The attention returned to the witness stand. Even Horiuchi seemed surprised by this 
unexpected turn of events. 


"Yes, it does." 
"Go on." 


"Hirosuke Maruo, the victim in this case... | killed him." 


Silence. 

A silence so profound that one could hear the breathing of those around them. 

It was as if everyone needed a moment to process the weight of that statement. 

But as the meaning sank in, the silence was shattered by a wave of gasps and murmurs. 
"W-What?!" 

"Father?!" 


Even Horiuchi and Yukina were not immune to the shock. Both shot to their feet, staring at Mr. 
Misumi. The commotion in the gallery intensified. 


Only the judge, Mr. Misumi, and | remained calm. 
"Order! Order!" 


The judge slammed the gavel repeatedly, only regaining control of the courtroom after three 
strikes. 


Once silence returned, the judge addressed Mr. Misumi. 
"Witness, are you aware of the implications of your statement?" 


The man nodded firmly. 


"Yes. | am stating the truth. | killed Hirosuke Maruo." 

"D-Don't be ridiculous!" 

The shout came from Horiuchi. 

"What's your motive?! Where's the evidence?!" 

| had never heard a more ludicrous question from the prosecution. 

"| Knew that my daughter was dating Hiroshi Maruo's son. 

| didn't know how they met, and | don't believe Yukina knew about the fraudulent loans. 


But the thought of Hirosuke Maruo using that information against her, to pressure her... as a 
father, | couldn't bear it." 


He shook his head weakly. 

"On the day of the incident, October 21st, | spent the morning working at the headquarters in 
Japan. | was scheduled to fly back to America that evening, so | decided to visit Hirosuke Maruo 
beforehand. | wanted him to leave Yukina alone. 

However, it ended as-" 


He sighed and shook his head. 


"You can probably guess what happened. The conversation escalated, and I... | grabbed a 
kitchen knife in a fit of rage and stabbed him." 


"L-Lies! Then explain why your fingerprints weren't on the murder weapon?! And what about the 
blood splatter?!" 


"When | grabbed the knife, | suddenly remembered fingerprints and used the sleeve of my 


jacket to avoid leaving any. | was splattered with blood, yes, but | was planning to leave for 
America immediately afterward. | had a change of clothes with me." 


The shorty prosecutor could only stare, dumbfounded. 


"There appear to be discrepancies between your testimony and that of previous witnesses, Mr. 
Munenori Kune and Mr. Yoshihiko Mori, does it not?" 


The judge posed the question, but the man shook his head. 


"| can't say for sure. As | mentioned earlier, | am simply stating the truth. Perhaps there was 
some misunderstanding on their part." 


"Your Honor." 

| interjected, rising to my feet. 

"Since this witness has been granted immunity, there's no reason for him to commit perjury." 
"That is correct. However, this puts the court in a rather peculiar position." 

The judge turned back to Mr. Misumi. 

"You are saying that you killed him?" 

"Yes. And if you investigate, you'll find that | have no alibi for the estimated time of death." 
The judge sighed. 


"Hmm... This is a first for me as well. The main issue is that the prosecution has already 
promised immunity for any crimes revealed through your testimony. 


However, given this turn of events, unless the defense or the prosecution has any objections, 
this court has no choice but to dismiss the case—" 


The judge glanced at Horiuchi, who was utterly dumbfounded. 

"...It seems we need a moment to collect ourselves. We will take a ten-minute recess. Members 
of the jury, | remind you that the trial is not yet over, regardless of how this unfolds. Please 
refrain from discussing the case during the recess. 

Until later then." 


He slammed the gavel once and promptly left the courtroom. 


The moment the recess was declared, the gallery erupted in a cacophony of gasps and 
murmurs, buzzing like a disturbed beehive. 


Horiuchi, still wearing a bewildered expression, trudged out of the courtroom. | couldn't wait to 
see his face when he returned. 


"Father!" 


Yukina rushed to her father's side. Satsuki, noticing this, followed suit. 

It seemed our immediate concern lay here. 

"Is it true, Father...? Why...?" 

Mr. Misumi looked at his daughter with sorrowful eyes. 

"Yukina... You believe in Yamashika. That's all that matters." 

"B-But..." 

Yukina tried to continue, but Mr. Misumi ignored her and bowed his head to me. 

"| will return to the waiting room. Please, take care of the rest." 

"Leave it to me." 

He exited the courtroom, showered by the bewildered gazes of the spectators. 

"Is this... going to be okay?" 

Satsuki asked me, her eyes filled with anxiety. 

I didn't reply and grabbed Yukina's arm as she made to follow her father. 

"Yukina, the trial isn't over yet. Trust me until the very end." 

She looked at me, her eyes filled with worry. 

"Yukina!" 

| said again, my voice firm. Yukina glanced once more at the direction her father had 
disappeared in, then turned back to me. With a look of apprehension still etched on her face, 
she nodded. 


"Good. We resume in ten minutes. Stay here. It's going to be alright. Trust me until the end. | 
promise | won't let anything bad happen to your father." 


"Okay..." 


| left the courtroom and knocked on the door marked "Prosecution's Room." 


"Who is it?" 

Horiuchi's voice called out. 

"It's me." 

"...What do you want?" 

| opened the door. It wasn't locked. 

Horiuchi was slumped in his chair, head buried in his hands on top of the desk. 

"Are you here to gloat?" 

He asked, his voice laced with suppressed fury. 

| kept my face impassive. 

"Neener neener." 

"You bastard!" 

His face flushed red, but he quickly deflated. 

"Damn it... Fine, you win! | admit it! This trial... it doesn't matter anymore!" 

"You're dropping the charges against my client?" 

"Yes! Will that finally satisfy you? Now get out of my sight!" 

"Much appreciated. But before we wrap this up, there are a few things | need to do. For Yukina's 
sake, | need to clear up some loose ends. You understand, right? I'd like to call a few more 
witnesses." 

"What...?!" 

"Of course, | won't trouble you any further. Unless you'd prefer to drag this out needlessly? 
Because if that's the case, I'll gladly oblige and make sure your humiliation is plastered all over 
tomorrow's news." 


"Gah...! Fine! Do whatever you want! Just get out of here!" 


| shrugged and turned on my heel. 


"Very well. I'll take my leave then." 

| had won. 

Completely and utterly. 

"Oh, and one more thing." 

| turned back to Horiuchi, adding a touch of theatricality. 

"What is it now?!" 

"Thank you for finding my client and her father innocent." 

And with that, | swiftly exited the room before Horiuchi could unleash his fury. 


The ten minutes flew by, and | was back in my seat just as Horiuchi returned to the prosecutor's 
table, his face a mask of defeat. The judge soon reappeared and took his seat. 


"We shall resume the proceedings. Although, | don't see any particular reason to continue..." 
He glanced between me and Horiuchi. 

"Prosecutor Horiuchi, do you consent to the dismissal of this case?" 

"Yes, Your Honor." 

Horiuchi replied, his voice devoid of its usual vigor. 

"Very well. And the defense consents as well, correct?" 

"Yes, Your Honor. However—" 

"... However?" 

The judge eyed me curiously. 


"There are still some unresolved matters in this case. For the sake of my client's future, | would 
like to request permission to question a few more witnesses." 


"Hmm... | see. Does the prosecution have any objections?" 


"No objections!" 


Horiuchi practically barked. He was clearly at his wit's end. 
"Very well. However, | had assumed this case would be dismissed shortly and only scheduled a 
ten-minute recess. It is now almost noon. How about we take a lunch break and resume the 


proceedings in the afternoon?" 


"Your Honor, | don't believe it will take that long. |, too, wish to conclude this trial as quickly as 
possible..." 


"You're a spirited one, aren't you? Well, | can certainly agree with your desire for a swift 
resolution. Any objections from the prosecution?" 


"None. | also agree that we should conclude this as quickly as possible." 
"Very well. Defense, you may call your witness." 
"First, | would like to call the defendant herself to the stand." 


Yukina looked at me in surprise. She wasn't the only one. Prosecutor Horiuchi and even the 
judge seemed taken aback by my request. 


Ignoring their reactions, | leaned towards Yukina and whispered. 
"You got this?" 

"Y-yes... But..." 

"It's okay. Just trust me." 


With a hint of hesitation, Yukina made her way to the witness stand. | addressed her in my 
professional tone. 


"Miss Misumi, there is one thing we need to clarify based on the testimonies presented during 
this pretrial hearing. Yesterday, witness Yoshihiko Mori testified that he saw you at the victim's 
apartment building. Additionally, on the first day of this hearing, witness Munenori Kune also 
claimed to have seen someone resembling you leaving the victim's apartment. 


First, let me ask you this: Did you visit the victim's apartment building on the day of the 
incident?" 


Yukina's voice trembled slightly, still shaken by the day's events. But she managed to answer in 
a Clear voice. 


Tan VES, 


"What was the purpose of your visit?" 

"Well... That afternoon, | saw Mr. Maruo with another woman. | thought he was cheating on me, 
but then | started wondering if | had misunderstood something. | wanted to see him again, to 
talk things through..." 

"And did you meet with him?" 

"No... | did go to his apartment building, but then | got scared and..." 

"And you returned home?" 

"Yes..." 

"So, are you saying that the person witnesses Kune and Mori saw was not you?" 

Yukina shook her head slowly. 

"| don't recall being seen by anyone when | went to Mr. Maruo's apartment or when | left. 
However, it's possible Mr. Mori saw me leaving without me noticing. But | don't think the person 
Mr. Kune saw was me..." 

"And why is that?" 

"He said he saw someone leaving Mr. Maruo's apartment. But | never went inside..." 

A murmur rippled through the gallery. 

"Around what time did you go to the apartment building?" 

Yukina shook her head again. 

"| don't remember exactly. But it couldn't have been 3 PM. It was probably around 2 PM or so..." 
"So, is it possible that Mr. Mori saw you before 3 PM, not at 3 PM as he claimed?" 

"Yes, | think so." 

"And what did you do afterward?" 


"Um... | went home... and... | cried for a long time." 


"| see. Thank you. That's all." 


"Prosecutor Horiuchi, will you be conducting a cross-examination?" 

After the judge's words, Horiuchi, his face a mask of displeasure, rose slowly to his feet. 
"No questions." 

Just as expected. 

Now, for the main event. 

"Next, | would like to recall yesterday's witness, Yoshihiko Mori, to the stand." 


Again, several suspicious gazes landed on me, but Horiuchi didn't object, so Mori soon found 
himself back on the witness stand. 


Mori's face was etched with wariness. He had heard my exchange with Yukina. After all, with a 
single slip of the tongue, his entire testimony could crumble. 


"Mr. Mori, you stated that you left your house around 3 PM on October 21st, correct?" 

"Yes, that's right." 

"Where did you go afterward?" 

"To the airport." 

"Where were you headed?" 

"Sao Paulo, Brazil. | work for an import agency." 

| picked up a few sheets of paper from my desk and pretended to examine them. 

In reality, these documents were completely unrelated to the questioning. But this simple act 
conveyed a silent message: "| Know everything about you. Lying won't do you any good, you 
scumbag." 

"Mr. Mori, my investigation revealed that you've lived in Brazil for quite some time." 

"Yes." 


See? His tone grew even more guarded. 


"In fact, you've spent more time in Brazil than in Japan recently, haven't you?" 


"Well, for the past few years... that's true." 


"Now, have you ever heard of people who have lived abroad for a long time forgetting to adjust 
their watches back to Japanese time after returning, thus mistaking the time?" 


An average prosecutor like Horiuchi would have jumped at this opportunity to object with 
something like, "Objection! Irrelevant to the case," or "Hypothetical question, no need to 
answer," or even, "Leading the witness." But at that moment, he simply sat there in his chair, 
looking utterly bored. 

"_..Well, | suppose such a thing is possible." 

Seizing the opportunity, | slammed my hand on the table. 

"So isn't it possible that you did the same?! You, who has lived in Brazil for so long, forgot to 
adjust your watch after returning to Japan and it was still set to Brazilian time! In other words, 
you saw the victim not at 3 PM as the estimated time of the crime suggests, but at 2 PM, isn't 
that right?!" 

"W-What?!" 


It was Horiuchi who cried out in astonishment. Perhaps his shock was contagious, because the 
murmur from the gallery grew louder, and even Mori's face betrayed his growing unease. 


However, he quickly composed himself and replied calmly. 

"D-Defense counsel, that's an interesting theory. But that's impossible." 

"Oh? And why is that?" 

"It's simple. You see, while it's true that there's a significant time difference between Japan and 
Brazil, with a watch like mine, there's no need to worry about the time difference, at least not 


when it comes to Brazil." 


With that, Mori rolled up his sleeve, revealing his wristwatch. It wasn't digital, but an analog 
watch with an hour and minute hand. 


"Do you know the time difference between Japan and Brazil? It's twelve hours. So, if it's 3 PM in 
Japan, it's 3 AM in Brazil. Unlike a digital watch, there's no need to adjust an analog watch for 
the time difference." 


The gallery erupted once more in surprised murmurs. Horiuchi looked dumbfounded, and even 
the judge seemed taken aback. 


Mori, seemingly regaining his composure, looked down at me with an air of triumph. But his 
smug expression quickly morphed into one of confusion. 


Because | remained completely unfazed. 

"You're absolutely right, Mr. Mori. The time difference between Japan and Brazil is indeed twelve 
hours. And with an analog watch like yours, there's no need to adjust it. However, there are 
exceptions at certain times of the year." 

Mori's eyes widened in alarm. 

"W-What do you mean, Counsel Yamashika?" 

The judge asked. 

"Your Honor, Brazil has its own version of the 'Daylight Saving Time.” 


| explained to the judge before turning back to Mori. 


"As someone who's lived in Brazil for so long, I'm sure you're familiar with Daylight Saving Time. 
Perhaps you could explain it to the court?" 


Mori remained silent, his gaze fixed on the floor. 

| shrugged theatrically. "It seems I'll have to do the explaining. 

Daylight Saving Time is a system where, for a certain period during the summer, clocks are set 
forward by one hour from the standard time to make better use of daylight hours. It's a system 
implemented in many countries, although not yet in Japan. 


Incidentally, Brazil doesn't have Daylight Saving Time every year, but it is in effect this year. 


This means that during this period, when it's 3 PM in Japan, it's actually 4 PM in Brazil. Am | 
right, Mr. Mori?" 


"And in the Southern Hemisphere, where Brazil is located, Daylight Saving Time began this year 
on October 15th! Which means..." 


| slammed my fist on the table for dramatic effect and pointed my finger at Mori. 


"You returned to Japan with your watch still set to Brazilian Daylight Saving Time, making it an 
hour fast!" 


A collective gasp of astonishment rippled through the courtroom. Not a bad sound effect, if | do 
say so myself. 


"N-No! What proof do you have?! You have nothing! My watch was accurate! | saw the murderer 
at 3 PM!" 


Mori's voice rose in panic, his composure crumbling. His desperation only served to strengthen 
my case. 


"Unfortunately for you, Mr. Mori, | do have proof." 

"W-What?!" 

"Mr. Mori, when you were on the stand earlier, you stated the following." 

| picked up the trial transcript and began to read aloud. 

"| was scheduled to leave for a business trip that evening, so | was preparing for it after lunch. 
Around 3 PM, | was just about to leave my apartment. To be more precise, it was around 2:55 
PM. | checked my watch before leaving to catch my 4:10 PM flight, so I'm fairly certain about the 
time..." 

| looked up from the document and fixed Mori with a steely gaze. 

"You certainly seem to have a good grasp of time. And indeed, it takes about fifty minutes to get 
from your house to the airport. Leaving at 3 PM would get you there just in time for a 4:10 PM 
flight." 

"W-What's your point...?!" 

"Now, allow me to introduce another witness." 


| turned towards the gallery. 


As if on cue, a middle-aged woman stood up. This was the witness Kageno had found 
yesterday. 


"Do you recognize this woman, Mr. Mori?" 


",..No." 


"Let me rephrase that. You wouldn't happen to recognize her as the woman who runs the kiosk 
in the airport lobby, would you?" 


His face contorted in a mixture of shock and realization as if he suddenly remembered 
something he shouldn't have forgotten. 


"Mr. Mori, if you insist on continuing this charade, the defense is prepared to call a witness who 
will testify that you were seen pacing around the airport lobby, visibly agitated, for nearly an 
hour! This is because your watch was still set to Brazilian standard time, causing you to arrive at 
the airport a full hour earlier than intended!" 


| slammed my hands on the table for emphasis and delivered the final blow. 


"Mr. Mori, you were once a radio announcer, were you not? However, you were let go due to 
your lack of popularity and are now working a job entirely unrelated to broadcasting. 


In this trial, your testimony holds significant weight. It could very well determine the defendant's 
guilt or innocence. If the defendant is found guilty based on your words, you would garner 


considerable attention for providing the decisive testimony. 


Isn't it possible, Mr. Mori, that you fabricated your testimony, exploiting the discrepancy in your 
watch, all for the sake of attention and a chance to revive your failed broadcasting career!?" 


A stunned silence fell over the courtroom. Prosecutor Horiuchi gaped at me, speechless, while 
the judge remained frozen in place. 


All eyes were on Mori, waiting for his explanation. 

But Mori remained silent, his face a mask of shock. 

One down, | thought to myself, observing his dumbfounded expression. 

"Your Honor, the defense believes that perjury charges should be filed against this witness." 


The judge nodded solemnly. 


"Based on what I've witnessed here today, I'm inclined to agree. Prosecutor Horiuchi, any 
objections?" 


"N-no, Your Honor." 

Stammered Horiuchi, clearly caught off guard. 

"N-Nooooo0000000!" 

A tortured scream escaped Mori's lips as he crumpled onto the witness stand. 


| suppose being branded a criminal instead of achieving fame was a bitter pill to swallow, hence 
the dramatic outburst. But it was his own doing, and | felt no sympathy. 


"Escort the witness to the waiting room." 


Two burly guards approached the sobbing Mori and hauled him away. The murmuring in the 
gallery continued until Mori was out of sight, prompting the judge to call for order. 


"Counsel Yamashika, so this was your intention all along? By discrediting Mr. Mori's testimony, 
you've effectively established an alibi for the defendant, proving she couldn't have been at the 


victim's apartment at 2 PM." 


"Not quite, Your Honor. The witnesses so far were merely setting the stage for the individual | 
intend to call next." 


The judge's eyebrows shot up in surprise. 

"You mean to say you have yet another witness to call?" 

"Indeed. As | mentioned earlier, | had 'a few more witnesses’ | wished to summon." 
"And the prosecution has no objections to this?" 

"None in particular." 


Though Horiuchi tried to appear indifferent, it seemed he was beginning to take some interest in 
what | was doing. 


"Very well, proceed with calling your next witness." 
"In that case, | call upon Yuko Okubo to the stand!" 
The judge's expression turned grave. 


"Yuko Okubo? Counsel Yamashika, are you certain about this?" 


"Your Honor, we have established that Mr. Mori's testimony was false. Ms. Okubo's alibi hinged 
on his statements. Now that his testimony has been discredited, | believe we have sufficient 
grounds to re-examine Ms. Okubo." 

"Indeed... you raise a valid point. Prosecutor Horiuchi, any objections?" 

"While | have some reservations..." 

Horiuchi began, his uncertainty evident. He, too, was starting to grasp the situation. 


"Very well, | will allow the re-examination of Ms. Okubo." 


Moments later, Yuko Okubo marched back to the witness stand, her expression even more 
displeased than the previous day. 


"Good afternoon, Ms. Okubo." 


She glared at me, refusing to acknowledge my greeting. However, considering what | was about 
to do to her, | could overlook a little impoliteness. 


"Now, Ms. Okubo, it's becoming increasingly clear that the 'individual resembling the defendant’ 
witnessed by Mr. Kune was not, in fact, the defendant. Furthermore, based on both Mr. Mori's 
revised testimony and the defendant's own account, it appears the defendant visited the 
apartment building around 2 PM. 


Therefore, we can conclude that the person Mr. Kune saw was someone impersonating the 
defendant." 


Okubo remained silent, her gaze fixed on me. 
| slammed my fist on the table. 


"And as | stated previously, besides the defendant, only one other person knew that the victim 
had been verbally abused by the defendant and was alone in the apartment at the time!" 


My meaning was clear to everyone in the courtroom. 
Ignoring the murmurs rippling through the gallery, | pointed a finger at Okubo. 


"Ms. Yuko Okubo, you are the one who murdered Hirosuke Maruo!" 


"W-What?!" 


Okubo's face contorted in a mixture of shock and indignation. However, her surprise quickly 
morphed into anger. 


"H-How dare you! | have an alibi! | was watching television—" 


"Yes, you claim to have been watching a movie that aired during the time of the crime. And at 
first glance, your testimony seemed to provide a solid alibi. However!" 


| slammed my hand on the table once more. 


"Answer me this! | demand you recount the contents of that movie in detail, right here, right 
now!" 


"I-| already told you! It was about an inheritance!" 

"| said, in detail! Describe a specific scene from that movie, any scene at all! But!" 

| struck the table again for emphasis. 

"I'd like you to answer about scenes other than the ones you testified to the other day!" 
"T-That’s..." 

"Wa-wait a minute, Counsel Yamashika." 

The judge spoke up. 

"| don’t quite understand the intent of your question. What exactly are you trying to say?" 
"It's simple, Your Honor. 

This witness didn’t watch any TV on the day of the incident!" 

"B-But surely she testified about the contents of a movie...!" 

| shook my head. 


"It’s true, she could testify about some of the movie’s contents. But she can’t testify about 
anything else beyond that part!" 


"Why is that?" 


"It’s very simple. She only saw the 'next episode preview' of the movie!" 

nue 

Okubo let out a voiceless scream. 

"She testified that she watches a movie every Sunday afternoon, given the chance. And at the 
end of each Sunday movie, they show a preview of the next week's film. She claims she only 
saw that preview!" 

"| see. That's possible. But Attorney Yamaka, can you prove it?" 

"Yes, that's easy." 

| picked up the videotape that was on my desk. 

"Ms. Okubo. | got this tape from the TV station. It records the movie that aired exactly one week 
before the incident, on October 14th. Naturally, the preview of the movie that would air on 
October 21st is also recorded at the end. And in that preview, the exact content you testified to 


is shown. In other words, only the content you testified to was shown. 


Now, Ms. Okubo, there's a very simple way to clear your doubts! Can you describe in detail 
even just one part of the movie, other than the preview recorded on this tape!?" 


"...Ugh...!" 

"Just one part! You should be able to do it if you really watched the movie!" 
"...ohut up already, | got it!" 

Without trying to hide her displeasure, she shouted. 

"So, can you describe the movie in detail?" 


"No, I'm saying | admit it! Yes, just as you said, | didn't watch the movie! But | didn't kill anyone! | 
was just walking around town that day, and | didn't go to Hirosuke's place at all!" 


She seemed to be getting defiant. 


"Ha! What now? Do you have proof that | went to Hirosuke's apartment?! If you do, show it!" 


Ignoring Okubo, | turned to the judge. 

"Your Honor, the defense would like to call two more witnesses. One is a clerk from the only wig 
shop in this town, and the other is a clerk from the women's clothing department at a major 
department store located near the witness's home. The former will testify that the witness came 
to the store on the day of the incident to purchase a long-haired wig similar to the victim's 
hairstyle. The latter will testify that the witness came to the store on the day of the incident to 
purchase the same clothes as the defendant." 

"W-What?!" 

Okubo's face twisted in shock. 

"T-that's impossible! It's a bluff! That day, | made sure to hide my face while shopping—!" 
Okubo stopped mid-sentence, her eyes widening in realization. 

Silence. 

A heavy silence, like water filling a void, descended upon the courtroom. 

"D-Damn it aaaall!" 

Suddenly, Okubo let out a wail and slammed her hands on the witness stand. 

"C-Counsel Yamashika, what is the meaning of this?" 


The judge stammered, his voice strained. 


"| believe it's quite clear, Your Honor. The real murderer of Hirosuke Maruo is none other than 
her, Yuko Okubo." 


"What are you talking about?!" 

It was Prosecutor Horiuchi who shouted this time. 

"You just said earlier that it was her father, Touya Misumi, who killed the victim!" 
| shrugged, feigning nonchalance. 

"Did I? Perhaps he fabricated his testimony out of love for his daughter?" 


"W-What?!" 


"Counsel Yamashika." 
The judge interjected, his voice regaining its usual sternness. 


"| don't appreciate your implications. It sounds very much like you and Mr. Misumi conspired to 
commit perjury." 


"Your Honor, | believe you understand that the defendant, Yukina Misumi, is a woman loved by 
all, and her father, her only living relative, is no exception. It is not inconceivable that he would 
lie under oath to protect his daughter. 


Furthermore, while you mentioned perjury, Mr. Misumi was granted full immunity from 
prosecution for any crimes that may arise from his testimony. This immunity explicitly covers 
perjury. Therefore, the crime of perjury does not apply in this case, nor does the crime of 
subornation of perjury." 


"That... sounds like a rather convenient interpretation of the law." 
"Perhaps. However, | must emphasize that | felt it necessary to orchestrate this turn of events. 


| had already concluded that Yuko Okubo was the perpetrator yesterday. | investigated the wig 
shops in this town and inquired whether a young woman with short hair had visited. It wasn't 
difficult; there were only two such stores listed in the phone book, and one of them was closed 
due to the recession." 


"And you found the clerk who sold the wig to this witness?" 
"Precisely, Your Honor." 


"Then why didn't you present this information immediately? Why go through such elaborate 
lengths...?" 


"Unfortunately, Your Honor, this witness was cleared of suspicion yesterday, and without 
concrete evidence, we were prohibited from summoning her as a witness. 


While proving she bought the wig and the same clothes as the defendant on the day of the 
incident would have been detrimental to her case, she had a seemingly solid alibi, and 
yesterday's new witness, Yoshihiko Mori, strengthened the possibility that the defendant had 
indeed left the victim's apartment. 


To counter this, we first needed to discredit Mr. Mori's testimony. However, my line of 
questioning regarding Mr. Mori was based solely on my deductions. Had the prosecution 
objected, there was a chance it could have been dismissed." 


"Why is that? You had witnesses who saw Mr. Mori at the airport, didn't you?" 

| shook my head. 

"Unfortunately, none of them could definitively confirm his identity. Even if we had called them to 
the stand, there was no guarantee their testimonies would have been admissible. Therefore, to 
ensure a flawless victory, | discreetly leaked information to the police regarding the relationship 
between the defendant and the victim's father, prompting the prosecution to offer Mr. Misumi 
immunity in exchange for his testimony. As expected, the prosecution agreed to the immunity 


deal. The rest, as you witnessed, played out perfectly, throwing Prosecutor Horiuchi off 
balance." 


Silence descended upon the courtroom once more. Had my words rendered everyone 
speechless? 


The judge finally broke the silence after what felt like an eternity. 

"Counsel Yamashika, | understand your reasoning. However, this is a serious matter. 

You are a lawyer, bound by the law, yet you orchestrated perjury and employed what can only 
be described as leading questions and borderline intimidation tactics during your questioning of 
the witnesses." 

"Your Honor, | acted solely to protect the rights of my client and, above all, to uncover the truth. 
You mentioned perjury, but as | stated earlier, Mr. Misumi was granted immunity from 
prosecution for any crimes related to his testimony by the prosecution, and this immunity 
explicitly covers perjury. Since the crime of perjury does not apply, neither does the crime of 


subornation of perjury. 


And while there may have been issues with my questioning, the prosecution had every right to 
object. They did not. Therefore, the prosecution tacitly approved of my actions." 


Horiuchi remained speechless, utterly dumbfounded. 
My apologies, Prosecutor Horiuchi, | thought to myself. 
This time, | truly meant it. I'm sorry for using you as a pawn. 


"And most importantly..." 


| said, pointing to Yukina. 

"| was able to completely prove her innocence and reveal the truth behind this case." 
Silence. 

My theatrical declaration, dripping with self-satisfaction, was met with absolute silence. 


Suddenly, a slow clap broke the quiet. Who would be so foolish as to clap in court? | glanced 
towards the gallery and saw the culprit — the lousy detective, Kageno. 


The applause quickly spread throughout the gallery, and soon the entire courtroom was filled 
with the sound of clapping. Kageno, the mastermind behind it all, simply shoved his hands in his 
pockets and looked nonchalant after witnessing the fruits of his labor. What an incredible 
instigator. 

"Order! Order in the court!" 


The judge boomed. This would be the last time he had to utter those words. 


"| understand the defense's claims. Bailiff, please take Yuko Okubo into custody. Prosecutor 
Horiuchi, you will resume questioning her immediately after we adjourn. Understood?" 


"Y-Yes, Your Honor." 


"Excellent. Members of the jury, | thank you all for fulfilling your duties with sincerity until the 
very end. 


This case is dismissed. Court is adjourned." 

The resounding crack of the gavel echoed through the room. Adjournment always felt abrupt. 
As if on cue, cheers and applause erupted from the gallery. 

"Yukina." 

| said, turning to her as | rose from my seat. 

"Thank you..." 

She said, her eyes welling up with tears of joy as she looked up at me. 


| extended my right hand towards her. 


"In times like these, it's customary for the lawyer and client to shake hands." 
A wide smile spread across her face as she took my hand in hers. 

"Yukina!" 

A voice cried out from the gallery. 


Satsuki, who had suddenly appeared, threw her arms around Yukina. Yukina was initially taken 
aback, but soon they were both smiling at each other. 


...| get a handshake, and Satsuki gets a hug?! 


From the witnesses | had called today, applause and congratulations rang out. | even spotted 
Yukina's father among them. 


"Yukina, go for it." 

"Okay! Thank you, Mr. Zenko!" 

As | watched Yukina disappear into the jubilant crowd, | noticed a short figure approaching me. 
"Well, well, Prosecutor Horiuchi." 

| greeted him cordially, but he only scowled in response. 

".../'m done fighting with you. | pray | never see you in court again." 

With that, he turned his back on me and walked away. 

He's become quite meek, hasn't he? 

"That's a shame. You were the easiest prosecutor I've ever faced." 


Horiuchi paused for a moment, as if he had heard me, but then continued walking as if nothing 
had happened. 


"You're as merciless as ever." 


| turned around to face the new voice. It was the unemployed social misfit with his hands 
shoved in his pockets. 


| shrugged. 


"It's part of being a lawyer." 

"Good grief. Like I'd ever be cut out for that kind of job." 

"Don't lie." 

| spat back immediately, and this time Kageno shrugged his shoulders. 
"Anyway, it all worked out in the end. Consider this me repaying my debt." 
"Fine, let's go with that." 

Kageno shrugged again at my arrogant response. 

"Anyway, keep the Kageno Detective Agency in mind for the future." 
"I'll give you more business if you can give me a good deal." 

Kageno gave a wry smile, then turned to leave. 

"Remember to treat me to a meal soon." 

He waved his hand as he left. 


Indeed, this time he had repaid his debt to me with interest. To exploit him again, | need to find a 
way to get him into my debt... 


As | pondered this, | watched Yukina laughing shyly amongst the crowd. 


October 27, 10:12 AM, Yamashika Law Office 


Two days had passed since the trial ended. 


Yuko Okubo was being interrogated by the police. Apparently, she was cooperating and 
confessing to the crime, so the upcoming trial should proceed smoothly. 


As expected, the motive stemmed from a love triangle. On the witness stand, she had claimed 
to be aware of Hirosuke Maruo's open relationships with women but had chosen not to dwell on 
it. However, the truth was that she had not been as unfazed as she had pretended to be. 


Yoshihiko Mori was also likely to be charged with perjury. The penalty for perjury ranged from 
three months to ten years in prison. However, his testimony had been crucial in swaying the 
court's perception of the facts. He would likely face a considerable sentence, but | felt no 
sympathy for him. 


Prosecutor Horiuchi seemed to be in quite a predicament. Of course, | was the one who had put 
him in that position. 


After all, he had borrowed the name of the Chief Prosecutor himself and had nearly allowed a 
murderer to go free. Under normal circumstances, he would have been fired, but fortunately for 
him, | had revealed the true culprit. It seemed he had managed to keep his job by the skin of his 
teeth. However, considering how thoroughly | had used him, he would likely avoid me like the 
plague from now on, just as he had said. It was a shame to lose such an easy target... or rather, 
a worthy opponent. 


| had also received a stern talking-to from the local bar association. "You've gone too far!" was 
the gist of it. However, | had successfully saved an innocent client from the clutches of the 
prosecutor's office and even managed to expose the true criminal. In the end, all | received was 
a slap on the wrist. 


However, it seemed that my actions had sparked a debate within the legal community about the 
limits of immunity from prosecution. | doubted | would be able to pull off the same stunt again. 


There had been a few loose ends to tie up. 


One of them was the small press conference | had held immediately after the trial. While | had 
anticipated some media attention, | was surprised by the sudden influx of requests, especially 
since they had come after the preliminary hearings had ended. It seemed the unexpected turn 
of events during the trial had piqued their interest. However, they were too late to capitalize on 
the story. Yukina had not been present at the press conference due to her age, and | had not 
allowed them to take any pictures of her. The lack of visuals had undoubtedly diminished the 
impact of the story. 


"It was great to be able to reveal the truth about the case and clear my client's name. Now, if 
you'll excuse me, | need to protect my client's privacy." 


My comment had been nothing special. | had dodged the rest of their questions with vague 
statements about professional confidentiality. The frustrated look on their faces had been almost 
comical, but now that the trial was over, | had no need to entertain them. 


Besides, there were plenty of other, more sensational murders for them to report on. It was 
better for them to forget about this case and move on to something more exciting. It's a sad 
state of affairs, though. 


"It's good for business, at least." 


The snake of a detective had remarked, completely lacking in tact as he browsed the latest 
news. 


Sipping my green tea, | scanned the morning paper for any mention of yesterday's trial. There 
was a small article about it, but it was buried amongst other news and had no pictures. 
Apparently, there had been some new developments in the Middle East conflict, which was 
deemed more important. 

"When it comes to murder, the bigger the scale, the better," my good-for-nothing friend had 
declared. It was true that bigger stories attracted more attention. However, neither Yukina nor | 
had any desire to be hounded by the media, so it was for the best that this case had not blown 
up. Humans were truly selfish creatures. 

The real problem lay with Yukina's father, whose involvement in illegal loans had come to light. 
However, it was ultimately Hiroshi Maruo who had been in the wrong for demanding bribes. 
Moreover, Yukina's father had not used the company's money for personal gain. On the 
contrary, he had even used his own assets to try and save the company. It seemed unlikely that 
he would face any serious consequences. 

Yukina was slowly returning to her everyday life, and Satsuki...well, Satsuki was still Satsuki. 


In short, everything had worked out for the best. 


The phone rang just as | was about to pour myself another cup of tea. ...Not that it ever rang at 
a convenient time. 


"Hello, Yamashika Law Office." 


| really needed to find a proper receptionist. However, there was no way | could trust someone 
like Satsuki, who had practically moved into the office, to answer the phone professionally. 


"Yamashika? It's me..." 
"Ah, sir." 


It was Yukina's father. | couldn't help but notice the lack of energy in his voice, despite the fact 
that everything seemed to be going well for him. 


"Is something wrong?" 
"Actually, | have to go back to America today..." 
"So suddenly? Don't you think you should stay with Yukina a little longer...?" 


"I'd love to, but...well, after everything that's happened... Now that the illegal loans have come to 
light, I've been removed from my position as branch manager. | have a lot to take care of..." 


| supposed it was only predictable. 
"Well, at least you still have your job." 


"I'm not so sure about that. What | did was wrong, and | don't know if they'll let me stay with the 
company... Anyway, that's not why | called. | wanted to ask you something..." 


He wants to consult with a lawyer? Well, | can't exactly charge him my usual "30 bucks for 30 
minutes." 


"What is it?” 

"I've been thinking...this might be a good opportunity to spend more time with Yukina." 
"You mean...quit your job?" 

"Of course, that's one option." 

A heavy sigh traveled through the receiver. 

".,.What do you think | should do?" 

So that's what this is about. 

| let out a quiet sigh of my own before answering. 


"Yukina would be happy, at least to some extent. After all, she lost her mother at a young age, 
and she's been living alone these past few years. 


"However, have you considered what you'll do if you quit your job? How will you support 


yourselves? Do you really want to burden Yukina with financial worries on top of everything 
else?" 


He fell silent, unable to answer my rapid-fire questions. 
"Besides, there's no guarantee that she'll be happy about it." 
"...Why do you say that?" 


"You know better than anyone that Yukina always puts others before herself. If she finds out that 
you lost your job because of her, she'll only blame herself." 


Silence again. 

"You know my daughter better than | do, don't you?" 

This time, it was my turn to remain silent. 

"Thank you. You've given me a lot to think about. | think I'll go back to work for now. 
Speaking of which...this is a bit awkward for me to ask as her father, but..." 
Another long pause. | wasn't exactly comfortable with this conversation either. 
Then, his next words sent a jolt through me. 

"Take care of Yukina for me. | know she'll be in good hands with you." 

October 27, 1:42 PM, Airport Parking Lot 

The plane took off. That was probably the old man he was on. 

| leaned against my car, watching it disappear into the sky with Yukina by my side. 
"He's gone..." 

It was a cliché line, one that would have made me laugh if it had come from anyone else. 
"W-Well, he'll be back as soon as this whole thing blows over." 

"Yes, you're right." 

Despite her words, Yukina's expression was far from cheerful. 

It was understandable. Once again, she was going to be alone. 

"Shall we get going, Mr. Zenko?" 


She asked with a forced smile. 


"R-Right. Oh, by the way, Yukina..." 
"... Yes?" 
She looked at me quizzically. 


...Why was | being so awkward? Where was the smooth-talking lawyer who could argue his way 
through any courtroom? 


| was glad Satsuki wasn't here to see this. 
"A-Actually, about my office..." 
| began, my tongue suddenly feeling heavy. 


"I-I've been managing it on my own, but | could really use an extra pair of hands. I-I'm looking 
for an assistant, and..." 


Yukina remained silent, her eyes fixed on me. 


"W-Well, you see, my name's starting to get out there, and I've been getting more and more 
requests. | can offer you a decent salary, and it would be a great learning experience..." 


She continued to stare at me expectantly. Was that a hint of excitement in her eyes, or was | just 
imagining things? 


...Phew. 

| sighed, suddenly feeling ridiculous. 

Just do it as usual. This wasn't some grand marriage proposal. 

"Yukina. Would you like to work at my office?" 

"Yes!" 

She exclaimed without hesitation, her face breaking into a radiant smile. 


That was it. That was the smile | wanted to see. 


Afterword 


To everyone who has picked up this book: 


The idea that the words I've written will be read by so many people... Even though my own book 
is now on sale, the reality of it hasn't quite sunk in yet. But I've convinced myself that having my 
writing — my thoughts — read by a large audience is as significant as leaving behind 
descendants. From the bottom of my heart, thank you for reading this book. Honestly, the mere 
fact that you chose this particular book from the countless others out there is enough to make 
me, the author, shrink back in awe. 


And to everyone who purchased this book and read it to the very end: 


Words cannot express my gratitude. As a fledgling writer who was practically an amateur until 
just recently, my vocabulary fails to convey the depth of my appreciation. All | can do is sincerely 
hope that this book was worth the money you spent on it. 


So, what did you think of this novel, with nearly half of its pages dedicated to courtroom scenes? 


Was it interesting? Boring? If you found it engaging, were the courtroom scenes the highlight, or 
did other parts captivate you more? Conversely, if you found it dull, were the courtroom scenes 
the culprit, or were there other factors? 


As someone publishing a novel for the first time in my life—and perhaps the last—I'm filled with 
anxieties. | welcome any and all feedback. You can use the enclosed survey postcard, or you 
can send an email or letter directly to the Fujimi Shobo editorial department. If you have any 
praise, criticism, or encouragement, please don't hesitate to share it with me. 


However, to those who found themselves intrigued by the legal proceedings depicted in this 
book, | strongly advise against attending a real Japanese trial. I've had the "pleasure" of 
observing two trials myself, and | have no recollection of staying awake through either of them... 


Court cases involve a dizzying array of legal jargon. | once attempted to read a legal thriller by 
the world-renowned John Grisham, but the sheer volume of specialized terms forced me to 
admit defeat after about fifty pages. 


For instance, "detention," "custody,", "confinement", "arrest"... These words all relate to 
restricting someone's freedom, but each carries its own distinct meaning. Frankly, | can't tell the 
difference between them half the time. | tried my best to minimize the use of such confusing 
terminology in this book, but... how did | do? Once again, | would be grateful if you could share 
your thoughts in the survey. 


Furthermore, | should mention that the preliminary inquiry and jury systems are unlikely to be 
adopted in Japan anytime soon. And as for bail in murder cases... well, let's just say it's 
probably not happening in the foreseeable future. If you're interested in learning more about 
these systems, you might find it worthwhile to do some research online. 


One more thing: In this book, | used the terms "prosecution" and "counsel" during the trial, 
though | understand that in actual criminal trials, the terms might be slightly different, depending 
on regional differences too. 


Now, on a more personal note, | would like to express my gratitude to those who helped make 
this book a reality. 


First and foremost, to Mr. Hirokawa, who created the stunning illustrations: When it comes to art, 
I'm utterly hopeless. | left the design of the illustrations, cover art, and everything else entirely in 
the capable hands of Ms. S, my editor. I'm deeply indebted to Mr. Hirokawa for bringing to life 
the handsome protagonist, the adorable heroine, and all the other characters with such skill. | 
sincerely hope that we will have the opportunity to collaborate again in the future. 


Next, I'd like to extend my thanks to two of my classmates, who are also my travel companions. 
They read the very first draft of this book, back when it was still being submitted to the Fujimi 
Young Mystery Award, and provided me with invaluable feedback. We did it! Now go buy 
yourselves another copy. 


My thanks also go out to Mr. Okabe, who read the first draft and declared it to be "worth about 3 
bucks." Thanks to Mr. Hirokawa's fantastic illustrations and Ms. S's expert guidance, | believe 
we've managed to create something worth at least the price of the book. Go ahead and buy 
another copy. 


Last but not least, | would like to express my deepest gratitude to the judges of the Fujimi Young 
Mystery Award: Mr. Arisugawa Arisugawa, Mr. Sei Takekawa, and especially Mr. Masahiko 
Inoue, who recommended my work for the award. My thanks also go to Mr. T, the editor-in-chief 
of the mystery imprint, and Ms. S, my editor, who patiently and meticulously guided my 
amateurish writing efforts. | dedicate this book to all of you who gave me this incredible 
opportunity. 


| may well vanish from the literary scene a year from now, but I'll do my best to avoid biting the 
hand that feeds me. | don't need your praise, just keep an eye on me for a little while longer. 


With that said, | sincerely hope to see you again in volume two. 


Toru Shiwasu, mid-December, 2002 


Postscript 


From the Editors of Fujimi Mystery Bunko 

Things that increase as you become an "adult" — money, experience, and excuses. 

Things that disappear as you become an "adult" — freedom, passion, and the ability to believe. 
Because of responsibility. Because of hardship. Because you're an adult. 


There are all sorts of reasons why adults lose their freedom, their passion. And because they 
lose so much, somewhere along the way, they also lose the ability to believe. 


Generally speaking, that's what it means to become an "adult." 


However, there are those in this world who, for some reason, have grown up without quite 
managing to become "adults." Take, for example, Zenko Yamashika, the protagonist of "Tactical 
Judgment,” and his partner, Eiji Kageno. At first glance, they seem respectable enough, with 
titles like "lawyer," an officer of the court, and "private investigator," a seeker of truth... But 
beneath the surface lies a maelstrom of dark impulses, and their words are mostly lies. One is a 
swindling lawyer who finds nothing more enjoyable than deception, while the other is a 
hopelessly maladjusted detective who seems to spend every waking moment either eating or 
sleeping. 


They seem... kind of hopeless, don't they? 


And yet. What makes them truly remarkable is precisely this hopelessness — the fact that they 
live their lives exactly as they please, unconcerned with profit or loss. 


The story begins when Yukina, Yamashika's childhood friend, is accused of murder. Believing in 
her innocence, he takes on her defense. Kageno, who trusts Yamashika implicitly, also embarks 
on a desperate investigation. However, the situation appears grim, with clear motives, evidence, 
and even eyewitnesses. Any sensible lawyer would cut their losses and run. But Yamashika and 
Kageno refuse to abandon Yukina. They genuinely believe in her innocence, without a shred of 

doubt. Aren't these guys who are foolish and selfish enough to believe in something like that so 

rare these days? 


This is a mystery that unfolds within the walls of a courtroom. The breathtaking courtroom 
scenes, where Yamashika's audacious psychological warfare plays out, are a whirlwind of 
suspense and excitement. His rollercoaster defense, snatching a verdict of "not guilty" from the 
jaws of certain defeat, is incredibly refreshing. 


However, there's surely more to it than that, or else this work wouldn't have been chosen as a 
semifinalist for the 2nd Young Mystery Award. Amidst the intricate and ingenious courtroom 
drama, a stage often set for serious and somber performances, outsiders like Yamashika and 
Kageno wreak havoc with reckless abandon! The sight of these self-proclaimed adults, drunk on 
their own authority and prestige, being toyed with and humiliated is nothing short of exhilarating! 
Doesn't this resonate deeply with the part of us that refuses to grow up? 


Yamashika and Kageno. An utterly irresponsible and unbelievably unreliable duo. Yet, they 
weave a Story of those who refuse to become "adults," who fight with their heads held high 
within the confines of laws established by those very "adults," all for the sake of believing in 
what they believe in. 


If, after reading this book, you feel a stirring within you, don't hesitate to let us know, no matter 
what it may be. Toru Shiwasu, the author who seems incapable of becoming an "adult" himself, 
eagerly awaits not only words of encouragement like "Hurry up and write the next one!" but also 
your "dark impulses,” "black jokes," and anything else that springs from the part of you that 
refuses to grow up. 


ANN 
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